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1 
Getting Started 

L J  very morning, six days a week, the streets of Japanese towns and 
cities are full o f lively groups of children converging on neighborhoo d 
schools. Elementar y schoo l childre n wearin g leathe r backpack s fo r 
books and junior high school students in dark uniforms carryin g brief-
cases, all meeting friends an d calling gaily to each other, give the resi-
dential neighborhood s a  sens e o f bustl e an d excitement , whic h 
emphasizes the quiet that follows during the school day. 

What would it be like to be one of those children? Are the backpacks 
heavy!1 What ca n be in them? Al l of us were excite d an d scared a t th e 
prospect o f Sa m an d Ellen' s becomin g par t o f thes e larg e group s o f 
seemingly identical but animated and happy school children. 

We were coming back, really. Our family's plan to spend ten month s 
in Uraw a durin g 1989-9 0 mean t tha t w e would b e returnin g t o th e 
city where w e ha d spen t nearl y a  year durin g 1982-83 . Ou r experi -
ences durin g tha t yea r certainl y colore d ou r expectation s o f ho w w e 
would spen d th e comin g year , what w e coul d loo k forwar d to , wha t 
we worrie d about , an d ou r feeling s abou t takin g tw o children , age s 
seven and eleven, to Japan. 

Both my husband, Davis Bobrow, and I would be affiliated wit h the 
Graduate Schoo l fo r Polic y Science s a t Saitam a Universit y i n Urawa . 

1 



2 Getting Started 

My plan was to do research on language patterns in schools and othe r 
educational settings, and Dave had a research grant from th e Fulbright 
program t o stud y Japanes e nationa l securit y policy . M y wor k coul d 
have bee n don e anywher e i n Japan ; Dave' s require d tha t h e b e nea r 
Tokyo with easy access to government officials an d records. 

There wer e severa l factor s tha t mad e ou r affiliatio n wit h Saitam a 
University attractive . First , w e ha d mad e goo d friend s ther e i n 
1982-83, an d knew the schoo l t o b e a  congenial an d helpfu l hos t t o 
visiting foreig n scholars . Second , th e schoo l i s located withi n reason -
able commutin g distanc e o f the governmen t centers , bu t fa r enoug h 
away from centra l Tokyo to make a significant differenc e i n the cost of 
housing. Furthermore, th e schoo l had availabl e an apartment tha t we 
could rent on the university grounds. The disadvantages were the dis-
tance fro m centra l Tokyo , whic h mean t mor e commutin g tim e fo r 
Dave, and bein g at least two hours away from an y elementary school s 
where English was the language of instruction. 

I ha d rea d a  lo t abou t Japanes e elementar y education , Willia m 
Cummings's boo k Education  and  Equality  in  Japan (1980 ) an d Joh n 
Singleton's Nichu  (1967 ) amon g others , and ha d a  generally positive 
impression o f what life for childre n would b e like in Japanese schools . 
But I think that without our previous experience with a day care center 
and a kindergarten, we would have been much more reluctant even to 
consider droppin g tw o America n kid s int o a  Japanes e elementar y 
school. 

On our first visit Sam had been four and a half, and Ellen six months 
old whe n w e arrive d i n Urawa . Sa m ha d neede d t o b e i n a  kinder -
garten becaus e he neede d t o b e with children , an d Elle n had neede d 
to b e i n part-tim e da y car e becaus e bot h he r parent s wer e doin g 
research. We had n o particular plans about how to manag e thi s when 
we arrived , bu t b y grea t goo d fortun e w e ende d u p livin g i n a  small 
apartment building with wonderful neighbors . The Li family lived two 
floors belo w us . They were Koreans , Mr. L i a  businessman, who ha d 
been in Japan for abou t fou r years . They were members o f the Uraw a 
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Episcopalian Churc h an d sen t thei r five-year-old  son t o th e church' s 
kindergarten. Through thei r intercession Sam was able to enroll in the 
school also. 

We didn' t realiz e a t th e tim e wha t a  stroke o f goo d luc k thi s was. 
Not onl y wa s thi s schoo l on e o f th e mos t prestigiou s an d oldes t i n 
Urawa, bu t i t wa s als o smal l an d ver y friendly . Th e member s o f th e 
church include d bot h Japanes e an d Korea n families , an d th e ministe r 
had studied in England. Though there had never been a Western child 
or family affiliated wit h the school, the teachers and families seemed to 
have no hesitation in inviting us into the school. Most students did not 
come fro m Christia n families , so our bein g Jewish was no barrie r an d 
only made us even more exotic. 

Sam arrived at this kindergarten abl e to say "good morning" and t o 
count t o five in Japanese . After th e first  day his teache r tol d m e tha t 
they ha d taugh t hi m ho w t o sa y "Giv e i t t o me " becaus e th e othe r 
children didn' t like it if he just took toys , and so he needed t o be able 
to ask. After tha t I didn't hear about any explicit Japanese lessons, only 
occasional report s tha t "gradually " h e was getting used t o things . H e 
was always eager t o g o t o school , and i n time m y apprehensions gav e 
way to admiratio n fo r the schoo l and its teachers and for the student s 
and their families . 

I was particularly impressed with the way in which Mrs. Li and a cir-
cle of mothers cooperate d bot h t o incorporat e m e into activitie s with 
them an d t o protec t th e tim e I  neede d fo r m y work. The y were sup -
portive o f bot h m y roles , as mother an d a s researcher, an d mad e lif e 
easier and more enjoyable fo r me. 

Arranging care for Ellen was a bit more of a problem; it was through 
our landlady's efforts tha t we succeeded. She was not only the wife of a 
local politician and real estate developer, but also a pharmacist of tradi-
tional medicine s with a  business o f her ow n an d tw o grown children . 
She first  took m e t o severa l privat e businesse s tha t tak e car e o f smal l 
children, bu t w e discovere d tha t the y would tak e childre n onl y o n a 
full-time basis , six full days a week. I wasn't prepared to leave Ellen fo r 
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that long . We then went t o cit y hall to inquire abou t municipa l facili -
ties, and it was that offic e tha t directed u s to the university' s own day 
care center, where I  was able to enroll Ellen for three days a week. 

Here, too , w e wer e ver y favorabl y impresse d wit h th e individual , 
loving car e tha t childre n fro m si x weeks t o thre e year s received. An d 
here, too , the caregiver s seeme d neithe r daunte d no r rigi d abou t th e 
prospect of dealing with a foreign family . 

These tw o ver y positiv e experience s wit h ou r childre n wer e th e 
deciding factors in our decision to live in Urawa again and to send the 
children t o th e loca l Japanes e school . W e als o share d th e feelin g o f 
many American parent s tha t wha t ou r childre n woul d mis s i n a  year 
away from American schooling wasn't too important, that it could eas-
ily be made up. We believed that the immersion experience of a year of 
life in a different cultur e and language would in itself be valuable edu -
cation fo r th e childre n an d ourselves , valuabl e enoug h t o offse t th e 
inevitable frustratio n an d despai r o f having t o dea l with a n unknow n 
language and a strange conception of school, children, and life. Such a 
dramatic chang e ca n b e har d fo r bot h parent s an d children , thoug h 
there's no doubt that the major difficult y i s faced by the children, who 
have t o spen d mor e tha n fort y hour s a  week i n th e schoo l environ -
ment. Th e yea r wa s no t alway s easy , bu t w e hav e ha d n o reaso n t o 
regret the decision. 

Urawa i s a typical Japanese cit y in man y ways. It i s an old city , the 
capital o f the prefecture , a  center fo r administration , agriculture , an d 
industry for several centuries. It is now also a bedroom community fo r 
families o f Tokyo workers; its main train station is about an hour fro m 
central Tokyo . The universit y was moved fro m th e cente r o f town t o 
its fringes afte r th e war , bu t th e cit y has grow n ou t aroun d i t i n th e 
haphazard "mixe d use " way of Japanese cities . The neighborhoo d o f 
the universit y als o include s farms , commercia l areas , temples , ligh t 
industries, and some heavy industry, along with housing for families of 
all economic levels. 
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On thei r dail y wal k t o schoo l th e childre n passe d homes , shops , 
small apartmen t buildings , a  kiw i orchar d jus t behin d th e aut o repai r 
shop, an d a  big ol d keyaki  tre e fence d of f fro m th e surroundin g padd y 
fields an d marke d a s a  Shint o shrin e b y th e stra w rop e wit h pape r 
streamers aroun d i t and b y the plaqu e sayin g i t had bee n recognize d a s 
a shrine b y the Taisho emperor . Farthe r on , past the paddy fields wher e 
we coul d se e th e whol e proces s o f growin g ric e a s th e yea r wen t o n 
and hea r th e frog s tha t live d ther e whe n th e fields  wer e flooded, a 
Buddhist templ e wit h it s graveyar d provide d a n oasi s o f green . 
Gardens aroun d th e olde r house s als o held trees , the nois y cicada s tha t 
are a n integra l par t o f Japanes e summers , an d a n occasiona l Inar i 
shrine. Righ t acros s fro m th e schoo l a  smal l sho p sol d schoo l supplie s 
and snack s t o student s an d t o peopl e wh o waite d fo r th e bu s there . 

Coffee shop s an d smal l restaurant s crowde d togethe r o n thi s majo r 
street an d o n th e four-lan e stree t close r t o ou r hom e wher e th e traffi c 
also supporte d a  numbe r o f fast-foo d chai n stores . I t soo n cam e t o 
seem perfecti y norma l t o u s t o se e a  shop, carve d ou t o f a  paddy field, 
selling smal l electrica l appliances , nex t doo r t o a n ol d far m house , 
across th e stree t fro m a  six-uni t apartmen t hous e an d a  smal l factor y 
making aluminu m windo w frame s an d doors . 

We decide d no t t o hav e a  car, so I  rod e m y bicycl e t o th e supermar -
ket abou t a  hal f mil e awa y severa l time s a  week t o shop ; I  wa s gla d t o 
join a  foo d co-o p tha t woul d delive r som e foods , onc e a  week . Fo r 
other shoppin g w e too k th e bu s downtow n fro m th e universit y sto p 
about thre e block s fro m ou r building . W e rente d a  ca r fo r weeken d 
trips a  few times . 

Our ow n apartmen t wa s i n a  building owne d b y Saitam a Universit y 
and use d fo r housin g th e foreig n student s an d thei r familie s wh o wer e 
at th e Graduat e Schoo l fo r Polic y Sciences . Thes e ar e primaril y mid -
career leve l civi l servant s fro m Southeas t Asia n countrie s wh o com e t o 
Japan fo r tw o year s o f study . Man y o f the m hav e youn g childre n wh o 
attend th e loca l kindergarten an d elementar y school . Tha t make s thes e 
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schools amon g th e mos t cosmopolita n i n Japan ; a t leas t ou r childre n 
would no t b e th e first  non-Japanes e student s encountere d b y th e 
school, the teachers, and the students. 

Our apartment was the largest in the building, because Dave was the 
most senio r resident , and a t 700 squar e fee t wa s considered very spa-
cious. I t ha d a  small entryway fo r storin g shoes , umbrellas, and othe r 
outside gear, two bedrooms, a bathroom, a large (comparatively speak-
ing) kitchen-dining-livin g room , an d a  balcon y fo r hangin g laundry . 
Perhaps th e greates t luxur y i n th e apartmen t wa s it s view o f Moun t 
Fuji a  hundred mile s awa y to th e southwest , visibl e durin g th e clea r 
winter days. 

E N R O L L I N G I N S C H O O L 

Even thoug h ou r researc h prospect s seeme d ideal , eve n thoug h ou r 
housing situation seemed good, even though we felt comfortable mak -
ing our way around Urawa , and even though w e liked our neighbor -
hood and felt confident th e year was going to be a good one , we were 
still a bit apprehensive about school . Would we find that the congenia l 
friendliness o f preschool i n Japan ha d give n way to a  regimented an d 
strictly academi c atmosphere , a s suggeste d i n som e America n medi a 
depictions o f Japanese schools ? Would th e socia l pressure fo r confor -
mity prove t o b e stronge r tha n i n American school s an d uncomfort -
able fo r foreigners ? Jus t th e proces s o f gettin g ou r childre n enrolle d 
and read y fo r thei r first  da y o f schoo l provide d answer s t o som e o f 
these question s an d brough t u s fac e t o fac e wit h difference s i n 
approaches to education tha t became clearer as the school year passed. 

Almost immediatel y afte r movin g int o ou r apartmen t a t Saitam a 
University, w e wen t t o Uraw a Cit y Hal l t o appl y fo r ou r Alie n 
Registration cards . (Sam and Ellen like the term aliens  better than for-
eigners, though not all foreigners fee l that way.) With the help of a col-
league from th e university we were able to arrange a meeting with th e 
city boar d o f education officer s responsibl e fo r enrollin g childre n o n 
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the same day we picked up the Alien Registration cards . We were sur -
prised tha t suc h a  high-leve l meetin g woul d b e required . Ou r col -
league went with th e fou r o f us to thi s meeting . Th e principa l o f th e 
school was present along with two or three official s fro m th e boar d o f 
education. 

The discussion covere d severa l points of concern. The principal an d 
the officials stresse d that our children would be expected to participate 
fully, a s Japanese childre n do . We were warned tha t n o instructio n i n 
Japanese a s a foreign languag e would b e provided, tha t the y followe d 
the total immersion, "throw them in and see if they swim" philosophy 
of language learning . Th e principa l sai d h e would , however , assig n a 
few children to guide ours around, play with them, and help them ge t 
started. Everyon e looke d relieve d o n hearin g tha t Sa m ha d bee n t o 
preschool in Japan and seemed t o think thi s would mak e things easie r 
for us and for them, a feeling we shared. 

Japanese ar e always very concerned tha t Japanes e foo d i s so unique 
that foreigners wil l find it inedible, and these officials sai d our children 
would hav e to ea t the schoo l lunches—as thoug h the y fel t thi s migh t 
be a  majo r problem . The y di d as k i f ther e wer e food s ou r childre n 
couldn't eat ; the y recogniz e tha t som e childre n hav e allergies , an d 
many of the Southeas t Asian children in this school are Moslems who 
do no t ea t por k o r som e o f th e seafoo d foun d i n Japanes e schoo l 
lunches, but our children had no restrictions. 

The next part of the discussion centered on the grades in which th e 
children would b e placed. I n Japa n th e schoo l year runs fro m Apri l 1 
of each year to the following March . The rules about grade placemen t 
are rigidly followed: a  child mus t b e six years old b y April 1  to begi n 
first grade and must begin on the April 1  following th e sixth birthday . 
Sam, born i n April, had just finished fifth  grade i n th e Unite d States , 
and Ellen , bor n i n March , ha d jus t finished first  grade . Th e correc t 
grade placemen t fo r Sa m was thus fifth  grade i n Japan . Th e principa l 
and th e official s fel t thi s was the bes t placement fo r him . We agreed , 
and w e ha d discusse d thi s possibility with hi m beforehand . W e knew 
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that much of the material covered would be different fro m the curricu-
lum a t hom e an d tha t an y repetitio n i n Japanes e woul d b e useful . 
Following th e principal' s recommendation , w e agree d tha t Elle n 
should be put in the first grade, though according to her birth date she 
belonged i n second . Thi s mad e he r on e o f th e oldes t first  grader s 
instead o f the youngest secon d grader . Firs t grade i s a beginning, an d 
it seemed reasonable that she also begin there. 

We agreed with the principal on a day in the next week to bring the 
children to school to meet thei r teachers and join thei r classes ; we lef t 
the meeting feeling excited and nervous. It was all becoming very real. 

T H E SCHOO L 

Our school , Okub o Higash i Shogakk o (Okub o Eas t Elementar y 
School), is unusual in Japan only because it has some foreign students . 
It i s a public school , free, par t o f the compulsory educatio n syste m in 
Japan, ru n b y the cit y boar d o f education i n complianc e wit h guide -
lines fro m th e nationa l Ministr y o f Education , an d funde d b y bot h 
local and national taxes. Only 1  percent o f elementary school childre n 
in Japa n ar e i n privat e schools , s o thi s kin d o f educatio n i s wha t i s 
experienced by virtually all Japanese children . 

Okubo Higashi's students come from th e immediate neighborhood . 
It ha s student s fro m first  grad e throug h sixt h grad e i n twenty-fiv e 
classes, about one thousand students in all, including the ten or so for-
eigners. This is a very ordinary size in Japan, where population densi -
ties i n th e citie s an d town s ar e suc h tha t thi s man y childre n al l live 
within eas y walking distanc e o f the school . Ther e i s no specia l trans -
portation fo r students , an d they  ar e no t allowe d t o rid e bicycle s t o 
school, though mos t children have bikes and use them o n other occa -
sions. Think o f nine hundre d o r s o bicycle s converging throug h nar -
row lane s o n th e schoo l an d th e proble m o f wher e t o pu t s o man y 
bikes during the school day! 
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The fron t o f th e schoo l lo t i s th e playgroun d an d athleti c field, 
mostly ope n spac e bu t wit h som e simpl e equipmen t fo r game s an d 
skills trainin g aroun d th e sides . Ol d tire s embedde d i n th e groun d 
serve a s hurdles; there ar e som e iro n bar s fo r simpl e gymnastic s an d 
some bells hung at various heights for children to try to ring by jump-
ing. On e en d o f th e playgroun d ha s elaborat e set s o f swings , jungle 
gyms, climbing poles, ladders, and slides—the same complex we saw in 
schools all over Japan. 

Around th e main buildings are some small sheds used to house ani-
mals and birds, some storage sheds, a few straggly plots for flowers and 
plants, the swimmin g pool an d dressin g rooms , and th e gymnasium / 
assembly room in a separate building . 

The building s o f the schoo l follow a  standard pattern , thre e storie s 
of concret e constructio n lookin g ver y institutiona l i f not prison-like . 
The tw o classroo m buildings , joine d b y a  shor t hallwa y section , ar e 
both on e room an d a  hallway deep, so that eac h classroom ha s a long 
southern o r western wall that i s mostly windows, leading to a  balcony 
outside th e classroom . Mos t building s i n Japa n ar e buil t thi s way , t o 
capture sunlight and heat . 

At the front ther e is a large staircase to the ceremonial entrance near 
the schoo l office , th e principal' s offic e an d th e teachers ' room o n th e 
second floor.  Children , however , usuall y us e a  ground-floor entranc e 
near thei r classroom , goin g int o a  larg e entr y hal l wher e ther e ar e 
shelves and cubbyhole s fo r eac h person t o leave outsid e shoe s durin g 
the schoo l da y an d t o stor e schoo l shoe s whil e on e i s awa y fro m 
school. Ther e ar e als o sink s fo r washin g hand s an d garglin g outsid e 
these entrances . The hallway s leading to th e classroom s ar e clean an d 
light, decorated with projects done in class. 

In eac h classroom ther e i s a rack for hanging boo k bag s during th e 
day, and each student has a desk. Shelves under the windows hold class-
room supplies . There i s an electri c orga n in eac h room. The wall s are 
decorated with posters, the school motto, the classroom schedule, and 
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student work. The windows have curtains used to regulate the sunlight , 
and eac h classroo m ha s a  gas stov e fo r heat . Thi s sit s away from th e 
walls near one corner and is used sparingly during the coldest months; 
the hallways and other areas of the school are not heated at all. 

At leas t a t Okub o Higashi , childre n ar e encourage d t o wea r lon g 
pants during the winter months. We were told by parents that at other 
schools in Urawa children who wore long pants instead of skirts or the 
very short shorts Japanese boys usually wear were subject to ridicule by 
their teachers . Stoically enduring col d has long been a  means of char-
acter building in Japan. 

The mott o foun d i n ever y classroom , i n th e hallways , o n schoo l 
publications, ove r th e stag e i n th e auditorium , an d whic h make s it s 
way into many public speeches is 

Thinking Childre n 
Bright Childre n 
Strong Childre n 

At firs t glanc e thi s di d no t see m t o b e remarkable i n an y way, except 
that I  particularly noticed th e word "Strong. " Interpreting i t to mea n 
physically strong as it usually does, I was a little surprised to find this as 
a goa l i n school . Onl y late r di d I  thin k t o as k m y friend s wha t th e 
phrase "Bright Children" might mean, to confirm m y suspicion that it 
did no t refe r t o intelligence . The y sai d i t mean t childre n wh o wer e 
lively and eage r t o participat e i n activitie s an d life , no t hangin g bac k 
out o f mistrus t o r selfishnes s o r idiosyncrasy . Thes e answer s sen t m e 
back t o th e bookle t abou t th e schoo l prepare d fo r parent s o f firs t 
graders, which we were given as a new family in the school. 

The motto is explained in the booklet and turns out to be shorthand 
for a  complicated se t of ideals for children . "Thinking Children" is ex-
plained a s children who ca n conside r well , making correc t judgment s 
about actions . "Brigh t Children " ar e thos e wh o ar e ric h i n coopera -
tiveness, full o f fresh an d lively vitality. "Strong Children" are children 
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who, being healthy in mind and body, are able to make the judgments 
needed to carry out the responsibilities of their own individual lives. 

As the yea r wen t o n I  decide d tha t thi s mott o accuratel y reflecte d 
the goal s an d practice s o f the school , mor e tha n mottoe s sometime s 
do. I t suggest s tha t action , no t merel y abstrac t academi c learning , i s 
the test of education; it suggests that children are active agents in their 
own education , no t passiv e recipients ; i t suggest s tha t educatio n an d 
action ar e embedde d i n a  world o f othe r peopl e an d tha t individua l 
judgment, cooperativeness , an d physica l an d mora l strengt h ar e wha t 
children shoul d be learning in school . I t doesn' t mentio n math , read -
ing, and science . They seem t o b e bot h component s an d by-product s 
of the larger goal. 

T H E F I R S T D A Y A N D T H E E Q U I P M E N T 

On th e appointe d da y we went t o schoo l with ou r colleague , the las t 
school meetin g h e woul d b e require d t o attend . W e me t wit h th e 
principal, th e assistan t principal , Sam' s teache r Ohshim a sensei  and 
Ellen's teache r Kurod a sensei.  Sensei is a  Japanes e wor d tha t mean s 
"teacher," an d teacher s ar e addressed eithe r b y their famil y nam e fol -
lowed b y this tide or , more commonly , b y the titl e alone . Because o f 
the honor attache d t o thi s role, the sam e title is used for othe r peopl e 
to who m respec t i s given—medica l doctors , religiou s leaders , an d 
some politicians. 

There was a sense of ceremony surrounding the introduction o f the 
children t o thei r teacher s an d th e presentatio n o f backpack s fo r th e 
children. These were the standard one s we had seen worn b y elemen-
tary schoo l childre n al l ove r Japan . The y ar e mad e o f heav y leather , 
black for boys and red for girls , designed to survive 240 round trip s to 
school eac h yea r fo r si x years . The y hav e severa l compartment s an d 
attachments, and al l the school equipment sold in Japan is sized to the 
dimensions o f this pack. Sam and Ellen' s sh y grins a s they tried the m 
on showed that they too felt this was an important moment . 
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The schoo l gav e these packs to ou r children , a  gesture we appreci -
ated on both a  symbolic and a practical level—they cost a minimum of 
one hundred dollar s each, usually closer to two hundred dollars . Later 
in ou r sta y a s w e watche d Japanes e childre n prepar e t o ente r first 
grade, we becam e mor e awar e o f the importanc e o f the packs . The y 
are bough t afte r muc h discussio n withi n th e famil y abou t pric e an d 
quality and are often a  present from grandparents . They are the badg e 
and unifor m o f a  child's status . Jus t a s other occupation s ar e marke d 
by appropriate clothing and accessories , the occupation o f schoolchild 
in Japan i s announced throug h th e wearing of the backpack . Thoug h 
public school elementary student s d o no t wear uniform clothing , thi s 
backpack is as much a marker of status as a blue suit and white shirt for 
salaried employees , split-toe boot s an d gaitere d bagg y pants fo r con -
struction workers, or briefcases fo r professionals . Sa m and Ellen coul d 
now be identified b y anyone in Japan as proper elementary school stu-
dents, especially when they also had the officia l schoo l name tags they 
were to wear each day pinned t o thei r clothes , giving their name, the 
school name, and their grade and class. 

Next, each teacher gav e them thei r textbooks . Sam received fifteen, 
Ellen ten . Beside s the one s we expected fo r mathematics , socia l stud-
ies, an d Japanese , ther e wer e text s fo r physica l education , music , 
morals, art, and calligraphy, among others. Ellen also had a communi-
cation notebook, which a parent had to sign each day, used for sending 
individual message s between parent s an d teachers a s well as notations 
about specia l thing s neede d th e nex t da y a t schoo l an d homewor k 
assignments. I  wa s familia r wit h thi s concep t becaus e th e preschoo l 
and day care centers had also used such booklets. 

The textbooks are free and do not have to be returned to the school 
at the end of the year; only replacements for lost ones must be paid for . 
The book s themselve s ar e attractive , nicel y illustrate d paperbacks , 
smaller than most U.S. textbooks, most of them nine by five inches or 
ten b y six inches, 100-13 0 pages . They ar e light i n weight an d al l of 
them ar e supposed t o com e hom e ever y night , th e ide a bein g tha t i f 
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there's n o assigne d homework , student s shoul d stil l revie w an d study . 
It turne d ou t tha t Ellen' s teache r wa s muc h stricte r abou t thi s tha n 
Sam's, a s she was abou t man y things . 

Besides th e backpack s an d textbook s ther e ar e othe r material s 
required fo r schoo l tha t mus t b e provided b y parents. Th e nex t par t o f 
the discussio n too k u s throug h th e lis t o f thes e item s an d wher e t o 
purchase them . Firs t ther e wer e th e sort s o f things w e expected—pen -
cils, erasers, crayons, and exercis e book s fo r eac h academi c subject . Bu t 
we didn' t expec t tha t th e hardnes s o f the lea d in the pencil s would b e a 
matter o f concern , a s it was , o r tha t ther e woul d b e instruction s abou t 
the kin d o f erasers t o buy . 

In th e cas e o f uniform erasers , however, th e schoo l i s fighting a  los-
ing battle . Becaus e o f the natur e o f the writing system , people i n Japa n 
seldom us e typewriter s an d mak e a  fai r numbe r o f mistake s whe n 
handwriting. S o the y us e a  lo t o f erasers , whic h hav e becom e some -
thing o f a  mino r ar t form . The y com e i n man y color s an d elaborat e 
designs, fro m flowers  an d flags  t o car s an d cartoo n characters . 
Children muc h prefe r thes e fanc y eraser s t o th e plai n whit e one s 
we wer e tol d t o buy , an d almos t n o on e a t schoo l follow s th e erase r 
guidelines. 

The clothin g requirements , whic h w e learne d abou t next , wer e als o 
more elaborat e tha n w e expected . Mos t importan t ar e th e shoe s fo r 
school. Outsid e shoe s ar e no t wor n i n Japanes e school s an y more tha n 
they ar e in Japanese houses . Slippers ar e provided fo r visitor s a t school ; 
we were al l wearing thos e fo r thi s meeting . (Somehow , gettin g dresse d 
up t o loo k seriou s fo r suc h a n importan t meetin g an d the n wearin g 
sloppy bedroom-typ e slipper s durin g i t struc k u s a s incongruous. ) I n 
the schoo l buildin g childre n wea r specia l shoes , whit e canva s slip-on s 
with rubbe r soles . Th e sole s an d tri m ar e colored , an d eac h grad e a t 
the schoo l i s assigne d a  differen t color . Ellen' s first-grad e colo r wa s 
green, Sam' s red . Thes e ar e washabl e shoe s an d indee d ar e suppose d 
to b e washed eac h weekend an d take n bac k clea n o n Monday . Again , i t 
turned ou t tha t Ellen' s teache r wa s mor e stric t an d mad e sur e thi s 
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happened ever y week , whil e Sa m ofte n lef t hi s shoe s a t schoo l fo r 
weeks on end . 

There i s an outfi t fo r physica l education : white short s fo r boy s an d 
blue one s for girls , with white T-shirt s an d a  reversible red an d white 
cap fo r all . Th e T-shir t mus t b e marke d wit h th e cres t o f Okub o 
Higashi Shogakko, and a large patch must be sewn on the front o f the 
shirt. This patch has a colored strip corresponding to the grade of the 
child an d i s also marked with th e child' s las t name in very large writ -
ing. These clothe s are brought hom e i n a  drawstring ba g for washin g 
each weekend . Fo r swimming , a  par t o f th e physica l educatio n pro -
gram, there is an ugly navy blue swimsuit for girl s and navy blue brief s 
for boys , an d a  ca p i n th e clas s color , bot h t o b e marke d wit h th e 
child's name. 

The children wear protective clothing at lunch, consisting of a white 
smock apro n wit h sleeves , a  white ca p t o cove r hair , an d a  surgeon' s 
face mas k that i s worn whil e servin g food o r goin g throug h th e line . 
Our kid s calle d thes e thei r "docto r clothes. " The y too , ar e brough t 
home fo r laundr y eac h weeken d i n thei r ow n drawstrin g bag , alon g 
with a place mat, a napkin, and chopsticks. Finally, there is a triangular 
white head scarf to be worn each day during the cleaning time. 

I cam e t o resen t th e necessit y o f doing thi s laundr y eac h Saturda y 
afternoon o r Sunday morning no matter what other weekend activitie s 
might b e planned , worryin g abou t th e weathe r an d whethe r thing s 
would ge t dr y o n time , coordinating th e dryin g spac e schoo l clothe s 
needed with othe r laundry needs . In th e telling , it seems like a minor 
thing to be bothered by , but for me it was one of the irritations of life 
in Japan. Clothes dryers are expensive and not very effective i n Japan. 
Having t o rel y on a  limited amoun t o f outdoo r dryin g spac e fo r th e 
laundry di d mak e m e mor e awar e o f and attune d t o th e weather an d 
the "natura l world"; that was some compensation . 

The next topics covered in our discussions were the monthly fees for 
lunches, PT A dues , an d specia l purchase s o f supplie s mad e b y eac h 
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teacher, finally, there was the walking group. Each child is assigned t o 
a group of children living close together, who meet a t a specified plac e 
each mornin g fo r th e walk to school . A mother fro m thi s grou p i s in 
charge of gathering everyone together , an d one chil d is designated b y 
the schoo l a s the group leader . The rout e the y will follow t o school is 
also laid out, and where severa l groups converge on the way to schoo l 
the roads are marked with a sign telling drivers that the road is a school 
path. Childre n fro m ou r apartmen t buildin g joined wit h thos e i n th e 
next building to form a  walking group o f about fifteen children led by 
a sixth-grad e girl . Th e meetin g tim e wa s fort y minute s befor e th e 
beginning of school, and the walk took about twenty minutes, guaran-
teeing that everyone would not only be on time, but have time to play 
before schoo l began . Thi s als o gav e th e mothe r i n charg e tim e t o 
round u p any children who did not appea r on time . The first day Sam 
and Ellen were sick, she came to our door looking for them. After tha t 
I went down to notify he r if they were not going to school. 

Then i t was time for Sam and Ellen to join their classes. The princi-
pal aske d i f they knew what t o sa y or do , and we sai d the y had prac -
ticed bowing and saying "Bobrow  desu. Dozo yoroshiku onegai shimasu." 
This is a standard phrase said on introduction, meaning approximatel y 
"I a m Bobrow . Pleas e b e kin d t o me. " S o the y wer e hurrie d of f b y 
their teacher s t o confron t thei r ne w classmate s fo r th e first  time, an d 
Dave and I went home. We felt a s though we were abandoning them . 

I als o felt I  had bee n plunged rathe r abruptl y into the world o f the 
kyoiku mama—part o f my plan fo r th e year, but startlin g nonetheless . 
Kyoiku mama  i s a  slightl y derogator y jo b descriptio n fo r moder n 
mothers. Literall y i t mean s "educatio n mom, " an d i t point s t o th e 
intense involvemen t o f many Japanese mother s with th e educatio n o f 
their children. There is a hint in the use of the term mama  tha t this is a 
new phenomenon , sinc e mama  i s a  ter m fo r mother s tha t ha s bee n 
borrowed fro m Wester n languages , replacin g th e nativ e okaasan  in 
some families . 
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The job of the kyoiku mama i s a complicated one, revered, accepted, 
gently ridiculed , an d sometime s resente d b y Japanes e mothers , chil -
dren, and families . The term indicates the widespread feelin g i n Japan 
that educatio n fo r childre n i s of crucia l importanc e t o thei r live s an d 
that childre n canno t succee d i n the job o f getting educate d fo r adul t 
life withou t significan t hel p fro m thei r mothers . Effort , persistence , 
and commitmen t ar e require d o f bot h mother s an d childre n i n th e 
business of education. Mothers ' effort s encompas s the physica l healt h 
of their children, loving support, willingness to have them place school 
responsibilities above family ones, willingness to absorb the frustratio n 
and rebellion that school demands often engende r in children, and the 
ability t o cajol e childre n int o th e homework , study , an d dril l tha t 
school succes s requires . Th e modernit y o f thi s rol e ha s tw o aspects . 
First, only very recently have many mothers had the leisure, the release 
from mor e directl y productive economi c activities , to pursue thi s job. 
Relatively low employment rate s fo r Japanes e mother s o f school chil -
dren, and mos t strikingl y the mov e awa y from farming , ar e necessar y 
for mothers to have the time to make these efforts . 

Second, callin g a  mother mama  instea d o f okaasan  imparts a  sense 
that the motivations operating in the relationship between mother an d 
child tha t induc e a  chil d t o accep t a  mother' s guidanc e an d contro l 
have changed . Th e childre n o f okaasan,  children i n a  "traditional " 
Japanese family setting, are motivated to cooperate by love mixed with 
respect for the mother's rank and power. A modern mama,  mos t ofte n 
found i n the context o f families tha t depend on salaries for thei r liveli-
hood, mus t depen d o n lov e alone , without muc h ran k o r power , t o 
entice childre n int o th e desire d path s o f education an d socialization . 
The emotional intensity of the relationship between mothers and thei r 
one o r tw o childre n i n thi s situatio n inspire s som e ambiguit y i n con -
temporary Japanese. 

In spit e o f a  popular medi a imag e o f modern Japanes e mother s a s 
totally absorbed in their children , however, it is not clea r that thi s is a 
wholly accurate picture. First, nearly half of the elementary school stu-
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dents i n Japa n i n th e 1990 s hav e mother s wh o ar e employe d ful l tim e 
or par t time . Thes e women , b y al l reports , work fo r mone y a s well a s 
personal fulfillment , an d th e job s the y ar e mos t ofte n foun d i n cer -
tainly d o no t see m likel y t o b e ver y enjoyabl e i n an d o f themselve s 
(Kondo 1990 ; Robert s 1994) . Ther e i s n o reaso n t o doub t tha t thei r 
earnings mak e eithe r crucia l o r significan t contribution s t o th e famil y 
quality o f life . 

At th e sam e time , i t i s true tha t on e o f the culturall y acceptabl e rea -
sons a  woman ca n offe r whe n sh e seek s full - o r part-tim e employmen t 
is tha t he r earning s wil l contribut e t o th e educationa l succes s o f he r 
children, b y makin g availabl e t o the m th e supplementar y schoolin g 
called juku, commercia l tutorin g fo r elementary , junio r high , an d hig h 
school students . Man y student s atten d thes e school s t o receiv e th e 
supervision, help , and emotiona l suppor t t o accomplis h dril l work an d 
study impose d b y school . Thei r mothers ' job s bot h mak e i t impossibl e 
for mother s t o d o al l o f thi s an d mak e i t possibl e t o pa y someon e els e 
to d o it . Som e wome n openl y acknowledg e thi s tradeoff ; other s I 
think mak e i t bu t les s openly. Som e wome n decid e tha t the y wil l sacri -
fice th e incom e the y migh t mak e an d th e satisfactio n the y migh t find 
in jobs fo r th e sak e o f a  personal investmen t i n thei r children' s educa -
tion. Severa l o f m y friends , though , wer e quit e awar e o f th e implica -
tions o f this choic e fo r thei r ow n lives ; they ha d no t bee n brainwashe d 
into thinkin g i t was the onl y availabl e pat h fo r Japanes e women . 

One o f the question s I  wanted t o b e abl e t o answe r afte r thi s year a s 
an observe r an d participan t i n Japanes e elementar y educatio n con -
cerned th e relationshi p betwee n schoo l an d hom e an d ho w eac h on e 
was implicate d i n th e academi c performanc e standard s reache d b y 
Japanese childre n an d i n th e qualit y o f lif e fo r Japanes e childre n an d 
mothers. I  wante d t o se e jus t wh y "it' s har d t o b e th e mothe r o f a n 
elementary schoo l child, " a s on e o f m y Japanes e friend s pu t it . 
Although I  ha d he r a s an exampl e t o watc h (an d sh e wa s muc h bette r 
at th e rol e tha n I) , I  wa s alread y wel l o n m y wa y t o finding  ou t 
through persona l experience . 



2 
Why Study Japanese Education ? 

JL hav e several purposes a s I write thi s book. I t i s an attempt t o pu t 
together in one package my concerns with Japanese education as a par-
ent an d a n American citize n observin g an d participating i n American 
education in the 1980 s and 1990s , and as an anthropologist intereste d 
in modern Japanese culture and society. 

The researc h o n whic h th e boo k i s based i s a  combination o f tw o 
approaches. A  growin g bod y o f observationa l researc h o n Japanes e 
education ha s recentl y bee n develope d i n Englis h an d i n Japanese . 
This has enriched ou r potentia l fo r understandin g th e implication s o f 
Japanese education beyond the spectacular headlines about school sui-
cides, bullying, and the ra t race for entranc e to the bes t kindergarten s 
that have been featured in the popular press. That research informs th e 
observations reporte d here . Second , th e dat a tha t reall y brin g thi s 
material t o lif e ar e thos e gathere d fro m livin g an d doin g researc h i n 
Japan fo r thre e year s an d havin g tw o childre n enrolle d i n Japanes e 
educational institutions : bein g a n observe r an d participan t i n th e 
Japanese educationa l settin g a s a  paren t an d anthropologis t durin g 
that time. 

As an American paren t an d citize n concerne d abou t th e educatio n 
of my children an d other s in America, I  share the ambivalen t feeling s 
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of many abou t educatio n her e an d now . I  thin k publi c educatio n ha s 
been a  positiv e integrativ e forc e i n America n societ y i n th e past ; I 
worry that i t is no longer so . I favor public education i n principle bu t 
worry that i t might no t b e the mos t effective wa y to achieve the goal s 
it seemed t o achieve in the past . I  worry abou t th e grea t disparitie s in 
education an d opportunity tha t the public schools offer differen t chil -
dren in America. I am concerned about the quality of teachers and cur-
riculum i n th e Unite d States , an d abou t th e unofficia l lesson s i n lif e 
that childre n lear n fro m th e socia l and institutiona l setting s o f educa-
tion. I  loo k a t th e internationa l achievemen t tes t comparisons , an d I 
think the United States shouldn't rank so low. I teach college students, 
and I  find thei r brightness and interest hampered b y their ignorance. 

The newspaper s an d magazine s o f contemporary America ar e filled 
with fixes for American education—longer schoo l days, a national cur -
riculum, vouchers for private schools , jail terms for th e parents of tru-
ant children , mor e centralize d control , mor e loca l control , fewe r 
functions fo r schools , more community functions fo r schools , fundin g 
equity, more individualism, mor e discipline , and o n an d on . A central 
but les s articulate d questio n ask s what school s ca n d o i n th e fac e o f 
societal breakdown , th e unemployment , poverty , an d unstabl e famil y 
situations that seem to many to be characteristic of this era. 

In Japan , b y contrast , ther e i s genera l publi c satisfactio n wit h th e 
educational system . N o on e regard s i t a s perfect o r beyon d improve -
ment, bu t people generall y regard i t as academically effective , psycho -
logically health y fo r children , an d supportiv e o f Japanese societ y an d 
culture an d o f Japan's economi c needs . There ar e socia l problems i n 
Japan, which find thei r expression in schools there, too, but the public, 
the parents , and th e childre n i n Japa n ar e generall y satisfie d wit h th e 
education system . Publi c elementar y school s i n Japa n enrol l 9 9 per -
cent of the school-age children (Japan  Statistical Yearbook  1989:646) , 
and there is no movement for changing this pattern. In the ubiquitou s 
public opinio n polls , which reac h eve n elementar y schoo l childre n i n 
Japan, hig h proportion s o f Japanes e childre n asser t tha t the y lik e 
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school. The y ar e happie r wit h thi s par t o f thei r live s tha n Japanes e 
adults are about most aspects of their lives, and happier than American 
children ar e wit h school . Durin g hig h schoo l almos t 3 0 percen t o f 
Japanese students are in private schools , but thi s is because the publi c 
schools don't have room for everyone , not because private schools are 
generally preferred . The y ar e usuall y a  secon d choic e (Jame s an d 
Benjamin, 1988 ; Rohlen 1983) . 

According t o internationa l comparison s o f achievement , Japanes e 
students do very well. Mathematics and science seem to be the subject s 
most amenable to testing across different language s an d cultures , and 
in these areas Japanese students have been at the top or near the top in 
every international stud y sinc e the 1950 s (Lyn n 1988) . I  don' t wan t 
to labor this point too much, but it is important to understand that we 
are not talkin g abou t schoolin g tha t i s only marginally more effectiv e 
in Japa n tha n i n othe r countries , bu t educatio n tha t i s dramaticall y 
more effective. Th e charts below, adapted from figure s in Lynn's sum-
mary o f th e comparativ e achievemen t test s tha t hav e bee n give n i n 
Japan an d othe r develope d countrie s periodicall y ove r th e las t severa l 
decades, show clearly superior achievement levels of Japanese children , 
not subde statistica l differences. Tabl e 1  shows the tes t scores for ten -
year-olds and fourteen-year-olds i n science in Japan and in the Unite d 
States. Bot h countrie s hav e compulsor y universa l schoolin g fo r chil -
dren a t these ages, so neither school population i s an elite one. At ten 
years o f ag e th e Japanes e ar e ahea d o f Americans, bu t ther e i s grea t 
deal of overlap in the range of scores. By the age of fourteen, however , 
the overla p ha s diminishe d considerably ; almos t hal f o f th e Japanes e 
score above the eighty-fifth percentil e of American students. 

In a  mathematic s compariso n reporte d b y Lynn , base d o n th e 
American Hig h Schoo l Mathematics Tes t given to fifteen-year-olds in 
Japan an d Illinois , th e Japanes e lea d ha s increase d s o muc h tha t th e 
two distributions do not eve n overlap: the lowest-scoring Japanese d o 
better than the highest-scoring Americans. 
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TABLE 1 

Science Achievement,  Ten-  and  Fourteen-Year-Olds 

Ten-Year-Olds Fourteen-Year-Old s 

U.S. Japa n U.S . Japa n 
Mean 17. 7 21. 7 21. 6 31. 2 
Range, ± 1 S D 8.4-27. 0 14.0-29. 4 10.0-33. 2 26.4-46. 0 

SOURCE: Adapted fro m Lyn n (1988:10) . 

TABLE 2 

Mathematics Achievement,  Fifteen-Tear-Olds 

U.S. Japa n 

Mean 16.7 2 34.3 5 
Range, ± 1 SD 9.00-24.4 4 27.56-41.1 4 

SOURCE: Adapted fro m Lyn n (1988:14) . 

One o f th e bes t an d mos t recen t studie s o f achievemen t i n Japa n an d 
the Unite d State s i s that don e b y Harol d Stevenso n an d hi s colleague s 
at th e Universit y o f Michiga n an d Tohok u Fukush i University . The y 
compared achievemen t levels , a s measured o n test s base d o n commo n 
elements i n th e curriculum , i n a  number o f differen t classroom s an d a 
number o f differen t school s i n Minneapoli s wit h achievemen t level s i n 
a matche d se t o f classroom s an d school s i n Sendai , a  simila r cit y i n 
Japan. I n eac h countr y ther e i s variatio n withi n eac h classroom ; th e 
Japanese classe s show perhaps mor e variabilit y than th e American ones . 
In first-grade , ther e i s considerabl e overla p i n th e achievemen t o f 
classes in th e tw o cities , though i t i s striking tha t al l the botto m classe s 
are America n ones . B y th e fifth  grade , however , ther e i s no overla p i n 
the averag e level s o f achievemen t i n th e tw o cities ; th e lowest-scorin g 
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classes in Japa n scor e abov e th e highest-scorin g classe s in th e Unite d 
States (Stevenson et al. 1986:201-16) . 

Because comparison s betwee n Japa n an d othe r countrie s sho w th e 
relative superiorit y o f Japanese student s increasin g mor e an d mor e a s 
the numbe r o f years o f schooling increases , i t i s not unreasonabl e t o 
suppose that it is their schooling that gives them their advantage. 

Attempts to measure achievement in reading and social studies show 
that, again , Japanes e student s d o ver y well . Tes t score s in thes e sub -
jects show less variation among students of similar grade levels in Japan 
than i n th e Unite d States . Mor e student s i n Japa n ar e foun d t o b e 
close to grade level, neither very far behind nor very far ahead, than in 
the Unite d State s (Stevenson e t al . 1986:227) . The appendix , "Read -
ing and Writing in Japanese," shows why this i s an expected resul t o f 
the writing systems and will also dispel any thoughts tha t i t is easier to 
learn or to teach reading in Japanese than in other languages. 

In physica l education, art , and music , the genera l levels of Japanese 
children's performance s ar e les s easil y measure d bu t easil y observed , 
and they are very impressive. These are also important parts of the cur-
riculum, approache d i n muc h th e sam e wa y a s "academic " subjects , 
learned and practiced with gusto. 

Some o f th e suggestions  fo r improvement s i n America n school s 
come from th e Japanese example , so it is important t o look closel y a t 
how that system really operates. This book combines a down-to-earth, 
day-to-day ethnograph y o f what happen s i n a  Japanese schoo l with a 
description o f th e structura l institutiona l bas e fo r th e syste m an d a n 
appreciation o f the cultural  understanding s tha t permeat e th e action s 
and structure s o f Japanes e education . N o on e know s bette r tha n 
anthropologists tha t cultural  feature s take n ou t o f on e contex t an d 
inserted into another are more often tha n not altere d beyond identit y 
in thei r ne w setting . Bu t anthropologist s als o know tha t culture s ar e 
constantiy changin g an d adapting , reacting t o stimul i within th e cul -
ture an d importe d fro m outside . Example s fro m outsid e ca n often , 
with care , become th e mediu m fo r effectin g change s desire d within a 



Why Study Japanese Education? 23 

culture. An d American s d o see m t o desir e change s i n thei r presen t 
education system. 

As a parent an d a  citizen, then , I  undertoo k thi s stud y t o find  ou t 
what reall y happen s i n Japanes e school s tha t i s differen t fro m wha t 
happens i n America n school s an d ho w thos e difference s i n practic e 
affect difference s i n outcomes. I  hoped t o find paths for improvemen t 
in American education . 

As a n anthropologis t I  a m intereste d i n Japanes e cultur e an d 
Japanese society, without necessarily wanting to do anything more than 
understand it , in itself and in comparison with other cultures and soci-
eties (a modest goal!) . One of the important ways in which anthropol -
ogists tr y t o obtai n cultural  understandin g i s by asking th e question , 
How do they get to be that way? This is the questio n o f socialization, 
of how infant s wh o arriv e a t thei r birthplac e wit h n o culture , no lan -
guage, and no socia l patterns becom e socialized , encultured member s 
of thei r group , passin g o n th e thought s an d behavio r pattern s the y 
have learned to new generations. 

Although ou r individual experiences result in unique individual his-
tories, personalities, and selves, anthropologists have seen that cultura l 
groups have certain ways they view and treat children that are relatively 
the same for al l individuals in that cultura l grou p an d relatively differ -
ent from th e patterns found i n other cultura l groups . Anthropologist s 
have lon g fel t tha t i n orde r t o understan d cultura l groups , an d th e 
individuals wh o gro w u p i n cultura l groups , w e hav e t o pa y clos e 
attention to socialization practices. 

It seem s to al l of us that childhood experience s have a lasting effec t 
on our lives and that if we want to understand the lives of other people 
we need t o kno w somethin g o f thei r childhoo d experiences . I n mos t 
modern setting s schoo l i s a  majo r componen t o f thos e experiences . 
Education, i n th e sens e o f forma l schooling , i s onl y on e aspec t o f 
socialization, and we understand tha t in some senses socialization con -
tinues throughout a  person's life—there ar e some things about how to 
behave effectively i n work situations that we don't learn until we finish 
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school an d fin d ourselve s in tha t situation , an d ther e ar e some thing s 
about bein g a  grandparent tha t we don' t lear n unti l we reach that lif e 
stage. Man y Wester n people , however , shar e a  feeling tha t th e mos t 
important socialization takes place in infancy and childhood. For these 
reasons, derived fro m ou r ow n cultural  an d scholarl y framework s fo r 
understanding individuals and groups of people, the study of Japanese 
education i s important . B y learnin g abou t th e experience s tha t 
Japanese encounte r a s children, we expec t t o lear n somethin g impor -
tant about the kinds of adults they turn out to be. 

These inclination s o n ou r par t a s Westerners intersec t nicel y wit h 
Japanese notion s o f th e importanc e o f education . Th e Japanes e 
approach socializatio n wit h a  particular vie w o f individual s i n mind , 
the view that experience s ar e more importan t tha n innat e difference s 
in shaping personalities and adult characteristics . They do not seem to 
have a strong feeling tha t the very earliest years, say up to age five, are 
of overriding importance in forming permanen t characteristic s of indi-
viduals. Because in Japanese thinking , experiences , including thos e o f 
older children , ar e important i n formin g individuals , education , wha t 
happens at school, is important enough to be of great cultural concern 
to them. 

In th e contex t o f this orientation towar d th e importanc e o f educa -
tional experiences , th e regimentatio n tha t s o struc k u s i n ou r first 
encounter wit h ou r elementar y schoo l take s o n a  differen t meaning . 
Instead o f being , a s w e tende d t o feel , th e arbitrar y impositio n o f 
authoritarian power , i t become s th e expressio n o f a  concern fo r fair -
ness and equality of opportunity. 

American conceptions of personality and development tend to focu s 
on th e difference s inheren t i n differen t people , to se e life an d educa -
tion a s fosterin g tendencie s tha t ar e inbor n i n eac h individua l an d 
unique t o eac h individual . Japanes e conception s o f personalit y an d 
development ten d t o focu s o n experienc e a s th e sourc e o f bot h th e 
unique characteristics of the individual and of the qualities that all peo-
ple have in common. Individuals are not inherently very different, s o it 
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follows tha t b y havin g commo n experiences , the y wil l al l lear n th e 
same things and develop the same characteristics. If  they are given dif-
ferent experiences , they will turn out to be different kind s of people. 

In premoder n Japa n thi s vie w o f individualit y an d educatio n wa s 
used to support a social system based on hereditary occupations. There 
was no problem with sons and daughters simply following in their par-
ents' footsteps, so that the sons of farmers becam e farmers; the sons of 
craftsmen, craftsmen ; the sons of political leaders and rulers, the politi-
cal leaders and rulers of the next generation. All were educated to their 
tasks, and n o on e wa s expected t o sho w an y grea t talen t fo r hi s des-
tined job. Everyone was educated t o become th e righ t kind o f person 
for th e job he would inherit . Bu t with the grea t leap into moderniza -
tion tha t Japanes e societ y too k abou t th e middl e o f th e nineteent h 
century, hereditary occupations coul d no longer suppl y the educatio n 
needed: there were too many new kinds of jobs, and the skills and per-
sonal qualitie s the y require d wer e differen t fro m thos e embodie d i n 
the older social structure. 

A new and modern universa l education system was instituted, base d 
on models from th e United State s and France, but the cultural under -
standing of education did not fundamentally change : Japanese still feel 
that education , not unique inborn differences , i s the key to individua l 
development. What is required fo r a  well-functioning an d fai r moder n 
social syste m i s to giv e al l children , a t leas t a t th e elementar y schoo l 
level, the same education, so that the y have the same chances for suc-
cess in the modern world, where hereditary occupations are much less 
important. 

Education i n thi s sense is given a  wide meaning i n Japan . For chil -
dren to have the benefits of the same education for all, they must expe-
rience even the detail s of school lif e i n the sam e ways. Within a  class, 
within a  school , withi n th e country , man y aspect s o f lif e tha t i n th e 
United State s ar e treate d a s inconsequentia l ar e regulated , becaus e 
regulation ensure s tha t everyon e ha s th e sam e experience s an d tha t 
each child will have a fair chance to succeed in education. Perhap s the 
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most fundamenta l expressio n o f this approach i s a taxation an d fund -
ing syste m fo r publi c elementar y educatio n tha t guarantee s tha t 
schools throughou t Japa n hav e the sam e resources fo r thei r students . 
The feeling that it is right for them al l to use the same textbooks, wear 
the sam e physical educatio n uniform , an d carr y the sam e backpac k i s 
simply another expression of the same philosophy. 

In examinin g Japanes e education , we ar e looking a t a n are a o f lif e 
that th e Japanes e themselve s hav e though t abou t deepl y an d a t prac-
tices that they also consider to be both formative an d revealing of their 
cultural values. This is not t o sa y that teacher s and other s involved i n 
education do not act most of the time in ways that just seem "natural, " 
because no one can be introspective al l of the time . However, a  great 
deal of thought ha s gone into setting up schools as institutions wher e 
behaviors that seem "natural" to the socialization agents , teachers and 
parents, will be "naturally" adopted by the pupils. 

Modern Japa n i s presente d t o th e Wes t a s a  ver y homogeneou s 
nation, a nation without important internal ethnic, religious, language, 
or clas s cleavages . Moder n Japa n i s experienced b y mos t Japanes e a s 
that sort of place, too. Nevertheless, the modern education system was 
conceived an d se t i n plac e soo n afte r a  majo r politica l upheaval , th e 
Meiji Restoratio n o f 1868 . This politica l revolutio n i n favo r o f mod -
ernization instea d o f isolation , a  "bea t the m a t thei r ow n game " 
approach t o the impending threa t o f Western colonialism , establishe d 
Japan's course in the modern world. Some scholars have compared th e 
impact o f the political and military struggles leading to the new Meij i 
government syste m in Japan with th e Civi l War in th e Unite d States . 
The sympathies , allegiances , convictions , an d division s o f tha t perio d 
did no t disappea r overnight . Lik e many new nations, Japan was face d 
with the prospect o f solidifying a  disparate population into a  coherent 
modern nation-state , and like most countries in that situation , Japan' s 
government expecte d th e educatio n syste m t o b e a  crucia l agen t i n 
the change. 
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Decisions abou t th e academi c conten t o f education , abou t th e tar -
get populations fo r education , an d abou t th e natur e o f experiences a t 
school wer e mad e quit e self-consciousl y b y th e governmen t o f th e 
time an d b y succeedin g generation s o f government s an d educators . 
Though th e Japanes e educatio n syste m certainl y incorporate s man y 
features that are simply taken for granted as "natural" by Japanese, it is 
not a system that just grew haphazardly, an amalgam of uncoordinated 
local o r specia l interes t group s patche d togethe r int o a  somewha t 
coherent nationa l syste m a t a  late r time— a descriptio n tha t ca n b e 
applied to the education systems of most English-speaking countries . 

The plan of this book is to use ethnographic observations to explain 
how Japanes e elementar y educatio n take s place , i n orde r t o under -
stand ho w Japanes e childre n becom e Japanes e adult s an d ho w the y 
achieve high levels of academic learning, then to examine what aspect s 
of educationa l practice—togethe r wit h th e cultura l underpinning s o f 
such practices—migh t b e usefull y adapte d i n orde r t o improv e 
American education . 

No on e woul d suppos e tha t observation s i n on e America n schoo l 
could adequately represent understandings o f elementary education in 
America. W e ar e al l to o awar e o f th e rang e o f cultura l world s t o b e 
encountered i n the Unite d States . It i s legitimate t o ask whether suc h 
an objectio n i s no t vali d fo r Japa n also . On e stereotyp e o f moder n 
Japan i s that i t i s a  "homogeneous" nation . T o what extent , i n wha t 
ways, i s thi s tru e o r untrue , particularl y wit h regar d t o th e topi c o f 
this book:1 

To some degree the two related cultural hallmarks of modern Japan , 
that i t i s homogeneous an d tha t it s central definin g valu e i s harmony, 
are inaccurate . Outsid e observer s o f Japan i n th e socia l science s hav e 
by an d larg e com e fro m countrie s lik e th e Unite d States , eve n les s 
homogeneous tha n Japan , and s o they may have been to o susceptibl e 
to the view of Japan a s a relatively uniform, relativel y undifferentiate d 
population. T o som e analyst s th e notion s o f unit y an d harmon y ar e 
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simply maliciou s propaganda , foiste d o n Japa n an d th e res t o f th e 
world b y a  governin g elit e inten t o n it s ow n politica l ends . Man y 
Japanese socia l scientists and historians have documented th e politica l 
rhetoric an d action s tha t suppor t th e notion s o f homogeneity , com -
mon interest, and harmony, and the importance the ruling class places 
on maintainin g thes e fictions . I n English , wor k b y Moue r an d 
Sugimoto (1990 ) an d b y th e journalis t Jo n Woronof f (1991 , 1992 ) 
are easil y accessible analyse s in thi s vein . Certainl y n o seriou s loo k a t 
the histor y o f Japa n ove r th e las t tw o hundre d year s ca n escap e th e 
conclusions tha t ther e ar e and hav e been man y groups with disparat e 
interests, over t an d cover t conflicts , an d suppressio n o f dissidents . I t 
is obvious that Japan as a unified nation-state has been and is a political 
creation. 

Still, there ar e fashions i n emphases on diversit y and unity , and i t is 
equally inaccurat e t o magnif y cultura l difference s withi n Japan , espe -
cially in comparison wit h man y other nations . Politica l an d economi c 
conflicts within a nation are not the same as cultural differences withi n 
a nation. Man y o f the tactic s designe d t o reduc e diversit y in Japan — 
political, economic , religious, linguistic, and cultural—durin g th e las t 
hundred year s hav e bee n successful , an d i n th e field  o f educatio n i n 
particular, report s fro m ethnographer s i n man y area s o f Japan an d i n 
many contexts suppor t a  high degree o f consensus on cultura l under -
standing and practices throughout Japan . 

There ar e even serious reservations as to whether the two most fre -
quentiy cite d minorit y group s i n Japan , Korean s an d burakumin^ 
should b e considered culturall y distinct o r simply people who ar e cul-
turally Japanes e bu t discriminate d against . Surely , recognition o f th e 
different lif e experiences of these people, or of women, or of the hand-
icapped, o r o f people i n differen t occupations , does not requir e u s t o 
assume they are not culturally Japanese. To hold tha t Japanese cultur e 
encompasses a  multiplicity o f thought, practice , and experience i s dif-
ferent fro m sayin g there i s no commo n groun d o f thought , practice , 
and experience in being Japanese. 
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Ethnographic trut h lie s in two dimensions , great underlying gener -
alizations and nitpicking, consequential details . This book offers both . 
It i s focused aroun d th e experience s o f a  school year in Japan , a s our 
family participate d i n al l its everyda y concret e realit y an d a s we use d 
our increasin g encounter s wit h Japanes e cultur e t o relat e th e experi -
ences of school to life in Japan. 

Most chapters of the book are organized around particular recurring 
events i n Japanes e schoo l life . Som e ar e annua l events , fo r example , 
Sports Day. Some are frequent event s like daily reading classes. In each 
case close attention i s paid to the organization o f time, to the talk and 
activities o f student s an d teachers , t o th e physica l accoutrement s o f 
education suc h a s textbooks , uniforms , space , an d equipment . 
Relationships betwee n wha t happen s i n school s an d wha t happen s i n 
life outside schools in Japan are made explicit. Often ou r American and 
personal reaction s t o event s a t schoo l ar e contraste d wit h Japanes e 
reactions. Th e wor k o f othe r scholar s i s presente d t o augmen t ou r 
experiences. 

A few other chapters offer ne w theoretical insights on some issues in 
Japanese ethnography , fo r instanc e th e structur e o f groups an d grou p 
memberships. Th e boo k end s with a n overvie w o f the rol e o f educa -
tion i n moder n Japa n an d th e histor y o f Japanes e education . I  offe r 
some suggestion s abou t wha t migh t b e borrowe d int o America n 
schools and in what form . 

The ethnographi c base s fo r th e conclusion s presente d i n thi s 
work ar e th e tim e I  spen t i n Okub o Higash i Schoo l a s a  parent an d 
as a recognized researcher ; th e written material s an d communication s 
from schoo l collected ove r the cours e o f the year; reactions to schoo l 
events we experienced ; report s o n "wha t happene d a t schoo l today" ; 
interviews wit h Japanes e parents , teacher s an d othe r adults , includ -
ing som e whos e childre n ha d bee n i n America n schools ; wha t w e 
learned an d experience d whe n ou r childre n wer e younge r i n Japan ; 
participation i n othe r Japanes e groups ; and friendship s wit h Japanes e 
people. 
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Working a s a n anthropologis t i n Japa n i s no t lik e bein g droppe d 
onto a  newl y discovere d smal l island ; ever y schola r wh o work s i n 
Japan benefit s i n ways that canno t b e adequatel y acknowledge d fro m 
the wor k o f previou s scholars . Thi s i s certainl y tru e i n th e fields  o f 
anthropology an d education . Man y previou s work s ar e cite d i n thi s 
book, bu t som e understanding s hav e becom e backgroun d t o th e 
thinking presented here, and although that debt is not easily cited, it is 
nonetheless real. 

I alone wrote this book and am responsible for interpretations mad e 
here, bu t ther e wer e tw o othe r field-workers  involved i n th e project : 
my children, Samue l an d Elle n Bobrow . I  observe d Japanes e elemen -
tary education an d experienced i t as a parent, bu t they underwent th e 
life o f Japanese schoo l childre n i n it s unrelenting ordinariness . Thei r 
reports an d reaction s ar e a n integra l par t o f wha t i s presented here . 
Their cooperation , fortitude , an d opennes s were essentia l t o learnin g 
much of what I have learned and tried to convey. 



3 
Day-to-Day Routine s 

DAILY S C H E D U L E 

N o w tha t Sa m an d Elle n wer e full y equippe d for  school , be -
longed t o a  walkin g grou p an d a  classroom , an d wer e prepare d t o 
begin the life of a Japanese schoolchild, we all wondered what that life 
would b e like, how the hour s o f school would b e spent , just how dif-
ferent a  classroom in Japan could be from on e in America. 

Our firs t hin t o f the answers to these questions came from th e class 
schedules. Thoug h ther e ar e o f cours e variation s i n th e routine , th e 
basic format o f the school week is laid out in a schedule established by 
the teache r a t the beginnin g o f the year . Sam and Elle n eac h brough t 
home a  printed weekly schedule to keep in a special pocket on the fla p 
of the book bag. 

The teacher s hav e take n som e troubl e t o mak e th e schedule s loo k 
nice, an d th e first-grad e schedul e i s written almos t exclusivel y i n th e 
syllabary tha t almos t al l children ca n read when the y ente r first  grade 
but ca n certainly read b y the en d o f the first  term o f the schoo l year . 
The same schedule is written o n a  poster in each classroom; it doesn' t 
change over the course of the school year. 

There ar e a number o f interesting features i n these schedules . First , 
although schoo l begin s a t 8:3 0 an d childre n ar e require d t o b e a t 
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school b y that time , most of them arrive earlier because the walking 
group timetabl e assure s it . Th e schedul e begin s a t 8:50 , excep t o n 
Tuesday, when ther e i s a  school-wide assembl y eac h week. Second , 
Ellen's schedule , fo r first  grade , shows a n irregula r dismissa l time , 
anywhere from 2:00 t o 2:45 . This is common i n Japanes e schools ; 
the dismissal time of 3:40 for older students is felt to make too long a 
day for first graders. Thus , first graders officiall y spen d thirty-thre e 
hours per week in school, fifth graders forty hours and fifty minutes. 
This includes the Saturday hours for everyone and a required hour for 
club activities on Wednesday afternoon fo r student s in fourt h grad e 
and older. 

Despite what looks like a full schedul e durin g those hours, Sam's 
starding observation that there is a lot more time to play in school in 
Japan led us to look at the schedule more closely. He was right; there is 
much more time not given over to formal classroom instruction in this 
school than in the American schools with which we were familiar. To 
begin with there' s th e twent y minute s betwee n 8:3 0 an d 8:50 . O n 
Ellen's schedul e thi s i s marke d "individua l preparation,' ' a  time fo r 
children to get organized for the day, to finish up homework, to move 
their supplies from their book bags into their desks, to greet friends, 
and t o prepare fo r th e day . It's tim e when the classrooms are noisy 
with talk , laughter, and play , when teacher s are probably no t i n the 
room, so that the children are not being subjected to close scrutiny. 

Bells ring  throughout th e da y t o signa l break s betwee n periods . 
There is a five-minute break between the first and second and between 
the third and fourth periods and a ten-minute break between the fifth 
and sixth periods. These breaks are truly breaks; children can play, talk, 
and move about during them, going to the bathroom or into the hall 
for drinks. Teachers don't seem to feel a need to keep the noise down 
during these periods, and the children are livelier than would be toler-
ated in many American schools. On the other hand, neither students 
nor teacher s move to othe r classrooms during thi s time, and so the 
confusion o f gathering up school materials and going from room to 
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room i s eliminated. (Ther e ar e very few special teachers in elementar y 
schools, an d the y com e t o th e children' s roo m fo r thei r classes . Th e 
students don't move except to the gymnasium or outdoors for physical 
education or to the science lab once or twice a week.) 

The whol e schoo l ha s a  twenty-minute reces s betwee n th e secon d 
and third periods . Most day s everyone goe s outdoors fo r fre e play . In 
bad weather th e gy m is used alon g with th e hallway s and on e o r tw o 
special playroom s i n th e building . Thi s i s generall y a  reces s fo r th e 
teachers too; only a few are on the playground. (There were five teach-
ers on playgroun d dut y fo r a  thousand students , the day s I  counted. ) 
Children are not considered to be in danger during play time nor to be 
dangerous to others . On day s of some wonderful snowfalls , I  saw stu-
dents throwing snowball s a t each othe r an d a t teacher s who returne d 
the favor. Othe r pupils ran into the fence to knock down avalanches of 
snow on friends who crowded close , yelling at the joy of it all. 

The playground equipmen t itsel f would no t b e found i n U.S . play-
grounds becaus e i t woul d b e regarde d a s to o dangerous . Th e slide s 
and climbin g apparatuse s ar e quit e tall ; i t would b e eas y to fal l fro m 
them, an d th e groun d underneat h i s har d dirt . Th e swing s ar e 
wooden, and there are no guard rails to keep other children from run -
ning in front o f them. The hurdles in the ground aroun d th e edges of 
the playground ar e not fenced off ; i t seemed a s if children playing tag 
around them could trip. 

Despite th e apparen t physica l danger s o f the playground an d othe r 
areas Japanese children frequent , suc h as city streets, and despite thei r 
use of fireworks and other dangerous toys, they don't seem to get hur t 
very often . It' s no t a  perfec t measur e o f acciden t rates , bu t Unite d 
Nations World Health Organizatio n dat a show lower death rates fro m 
accidents, includin g traffic , drowning , an d others , fo r Japanes e chil -
dren than for American children . 

The most noticeable time-ou t i s lunch time—one hou r and twenty -
five minutes. Thi s includes tim e fo r eating , a  recess period, an d dail y 
cleaning. Lunches are prepared i n the kitchen b y professionals bu t ar e 
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eaten in the classrooms . (Lik e rooms i n Japanese houses , classrooms 
are used for many purposes.) Students are assigned on a rotating basis 
to brin g the carts of food from the kitchen , dish it out t o everyone , 
clean up, and return dishes and food to the kitchen. 

There are no janitors in schools in Japan, so students and teachers 
take care of cleaning everything except the kitchen. This means class-
rooms, hallways, stairs, bathrooms, and grounds; they also take care of 
the school's animals and their houses. Cleaning in a Japanese building 
means primarily cleaning the floors . All the hallways , stairs and class-
rooms are swept and polished every day, with desks and other furniture 
moved aside to ensure a complete job. 

The wor k i s divide d int o differen t chores , an d wor k group s ar e 
assigned chore s o n a  rotatin g basis—n o on e muc h like s doin g th e 
bathrooms. Some jobs can be done more playfully than others. Nor is 
this frowned on. No one minds if a group of five whose task is to pol-
ish the classroom floor turns this into a race while pushing the polish-
ing rag s acros s th e floor.  Cleaning i s require d schoo l work , bu t it' s 
surely closer to play than sitting at a desk being talked to by a teacher. 

Since w e hav e returne d home , Sa m an d Elle n hav e complaine d 
about the cleaning , thoug h the y didn' t voice an y objections o r eve n 
think it was worth talking about while we were there. They now say it 
was hard work an d sometime s distasteful . Cleanin g th e toilets , eve n 
with plastic glove s on, was "gross" and "disgusting." The other jobs 
were also not fun but serious work, in their view. But they have never 
expressed th e ide a tha t i t was inappropriat e fo r student s t o do  this , 
whereas most American children who hear about it immediately sug-
gest they would expect to be paid. 

Training children to take on responsibility in a group, for the group, 
is a legitimate task of schools in Japan, and cleaning is a major tool for 
teaching this . It's not part of a "hidden agenda"; it's part of the cur-
riculum. It also encourages children to think of the school as theirs, as 
a place they each have a stake in. Cleaning is not play, but it's different 
from instructiona l class time. 
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Finally, dismissa l fro m schoo l ma y no t mea n th e en d o f playtime . 
Everyone live s within walkin g distanc e o f school , s o n o on e i s bein g 
picked up by a school bus or a  car pool and whisked away ; many chil-
dren eithe r sta y on th e playgroun d (it' s th e bigges t ope n are a i n th e 
neighborhood) o r walk home with friends slowly—Sam and Ellen took 
up t o a n hou r t o mak e i t home . I  worried , bu t that' s becaus e I' m 
American. A  commo n famil y rul e amon g m y friend s wa s tha t thei r 
children should be home by 5:00. 

Japanese parent s realisticall y d o no t worr y abou t thei r childre n 
being kidnapped , accosted , o r molested , eithe r b y adult s o r b y olde r 
children. They do not worry abou t thei r children doing inappropriat e 
activities whe n the y ar e no t unde r clos e supervision , an d childre n 
seem welcome in stores and snack shops. They get modest allowance s 
to spen d a s the y please , usuall y o n foo d an d toys . Japanes e parent s 
also see m no t t o worr y abou t thei r childre n gettin g hur t i n traffic , 
though three years of living in Japan has not been enough to make me 
feel saf e abou t adult s walking o r bicyclin g around , le t alon e children . 
This is a misperception o n m y part, though ; pedestrian acciden t rate s 
are low. 

The academi c par t o f the schoo l schedul e i s largely determined b y 
the Ministr y o f Education , which issue s guideline s o n th e numbe r o f 
class hours that should be devoted to each subject each year. In Ellen' s 
case those specification s tak e u p twenty-fou r o f the twenty-nin e clas s 
periods each week. The teache r ca n decide how to allocat e the res t o f 
the time . I n Ellen' s clas s an d i n mos t classes , on e perio d a  week i s 
devoted to a  class meeting. Ellen says this time was usually spent talk -
ing abou t problems , bu t sometime s clas s meeting s wer e fu n an d 
included games or play. 

For Ellen' s first-grade class , Japanese (th e nam e unde r which read -
ing is taught) get s eight periods a week, mathematics four , socia l stud-
ies two , scienc e two , musi c two , ar t on e doubl e period , moral s one , 
and physica l educatio n three . Th e textbook s ar e chosen fro m a  small 
number o f serie s approve d b y th e Ministr y o f Education ; teacher s 
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supplement thes e with commerciall y availabl e material s geare d t o th e 
textbooks and with materials they prepare themselves. 

Sam's fifth-grade schedule includes five periods a week for Japanese, 
five for math, three for socia l studies, three for science , two for music , 
one for morals , three for physical education, two for home economics , 
a double period fo r art , and one for calligraphy . Wednesday afternoo n 
there is a club meeting, and that stil l leaves four period s a  week at the 
teacher's discretion . 

There is a morning assembly for the whole school on Tuesdays fro m 
8:30 t o 8:50 , sometime s held outdoor s an d sometimes in the gymna -
sium. Its main feature i s usually an address by the principal on a theme 
of his choosing. Each class marches in as a group and lines up as one of 
the olde r students in charge for th e day issues commands fo r student s 
to stan d a t attention , dres s thei r line s b y extending arm s t o th e sid e 
and t o th e front , bo w to th e principal , and the n stan d a t eas e fo r hi s 
talk. All the student s sing the schoo l song befor e th e talk . At the en d 
of th e meetin g th e studen t i n charg e agai n give s th e command s fo r 
coming t o attentio n an d bowing , an d the n classe s march aroun d th e 
room or the area and back to their classrooms. 

Just a s there i s a weekly routine , ther e i s also a  routine tha t estab -
lishes the mode s of behavior fo r eac h class period. Eac h day there ar e 
two childre n i n eac h clas s who togethe r ar e i n charg e o f issuing th e 
verbal command s tha t ge t pupil s read y t o b e taugh t an d hel p the m 
move throug h thei r day . I n th e mornin g thes e childre n repor t th e 
attendance to the teacher. They take care of getting all the desks in the 
proper orde r fo r th e kin d o f clas s comin g up . Sometime s desk s ar e 
arranged i n row s an d lines , sometime s pushe d ou t o f th e wa y alto -
gether, sometimes gathered in groups of four o r five facing each other . 
At the beginning o f each period th e leaders announce the subjec t an d 
the page in the textbook an d ask everyone t o ge t ready and b e quiet . 
This is all done in standardized verba l formulas . The y look around t o 
be sure that everyone is in proper order and may sometimes tell one or 
two childre n t o si t up straighte r o r stop talking . They then announc e 
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to th e teache r tha t al l is ready and cal l on th e clas s to stan d an d bow . 
Everyone says , "Sensed onegai shimasu" "Teacher , d o u s the favo r (o f 
teaching us)." The teacher then begins to teach . 

All o f thi s happen s ver y quickly , takin g perhap s tw o t o thre e min -
utes, with the beginnin g an d end o f each class also marked b y school-
wide bells . The bell s are treated a s signals, but th e classroo m routine s 
are more important . Student s don' t assum e that the y should immedi -
ately b e release d a t th e firs t vibration s o f th e bell . I n genera l I  wa s 
struck wit h tw o contradictor y feeling s a s I  observe d thes e routines . 
First, the routines are followed ver y easily and quickly; the whole pace 
of movement i n thi s school feel s very lively. Second, th e routine s an d 
the schedule ar e treated a s a comforting se t of guidelines. There i s no 
sense of hurry or compulsion about getting things done exactly on the 
button, bu t th e en d resul t i s tha t thing s ar e accomplishe d ver y 
smoothly and on schedule . 

A F U L L - T I M E OCCUPATIO N 

Like othe r occupation s i n Japan , bein g a n elementar y schoolchil d i s 
considered a  full-time job . Thi s seem s a  reasonable assessmen t o f th e 
role school plays in the lives of children. Conside r th e day s and hour s 
that elementar y schoo l occupies . Elementar y schoo l i s in sessio n 24 0 
days a year, for forty-on e hour s eac h week (les s for first  graders) . Th e 
forty-one hour s includ e Monda y throug h Frida y fro m 8:3 0 A.M . t o 
3:40 P.M. , 8:30 t o 12:3 0 on Saturday , and one hour o f required clu b 
meeting o n Wednesda y afternoon . Japanes e childre n g o t o schoo l 
1,640 hour s a year. American elementary schools vary but are typically 
in session 180 days a year, thirty-two and a half hours a week, or 1,07 0 
hours a year. 

By comparison, U.S. Civil Service employees are considered to have 
a workin g yea r o f 2,08 0 hour s pe r year , onl y 44 0 hour s mor e tha n 
Japanese childre n pu t in . American childre n ar e "a t work" abou t hal f 
time compare d wit h thes e America n adults . Adults , o f course , don' t 
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have homework a t night and during vacations, as Japanese and Ameri-
can children do. If we compare schooltime for Japanese and American 
children in terms of school days, then the Japanese children spend th e 
equivalent o f twelve more weeks a  year in schoo l tha n American chil -
dren. They spend the equivalent of seventeen more weeks in school in 
terms of hours at school. 

But as we have seen from Sam' s and Ellen's schedules, not al l school 
time i n Japa n i s clas s time . Fo r Sa m abou t eleve n hour s a  week was 
taken u p wit h recess , lunch , cleaning , an d othe r nonclas s activities . 
These ar e al l considered educationa l i n th e wide r sens e in Japan , bu t 
they are not class hours. In the United States we might reasonably esti-
mate that one hour a  day, or five hours a week, is spent in recesses and 
lunch periods . I n term s o f clas s hours , then , Japanes e student s hav e 
about 1,20 0 hour s a  year, Americans 89 0 hours . Thi s translate s t o a 
difference o f almos t te n week s mor e clas s tim e fo r th e Japanes e stu -
dents. 

School, then, simply takes up more time for Japanese children tha n 
for American children . The importance o f school, defining th e Japan -
ese child's status and occupation, is reflected i n other ways too. One is 
that childre n ar e seldo m identifie d b y ag e bu t rathe r b y grad e i n 
school. Parent s say , "My son i s a third grader " instea d o f "M y son is 
nine year s old. " Adult s scol d childre n b y saying , "That' s no t ho w a 
sixth grade r shoul d behave. " Stranger s as k a  child , "Wha t grad e ar e 
you in?" not "Ho w old are you?" 

A secon d sig n o f the importanc e o f schoo l an d th e occupatio n o f 
being a  schoolchild i s all the equipmen t an d specialized paraphernali a 
required fo r elementar y schoo l children , differen t fro m tha t used  b y 
older student s o r adults . Beside s th e material s mentione d i n th e first 
chapter, a  desk and study space are provided fo r eac h studen t i n even 
the most cramped and crowded house. Each winter as the preparations 
for a  new schoo l year i n Apri l ge t unde r wa y and store s begi n majo r 
promotions o f school materials , there ar e special sales on thes e desks . 
They cos t abou t Y50,00 0 ($355 ) fo r th e desk , plus Y15,000 ($100 ) 
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for the chair. The desks all have a place to hang the backpack, a light, a 
timer fo r practic e tests , a  plac e t o pu t th e weekl y schedule , an d a 
buzzer. Everyone knows that the buzzer will be used to call Mother t o 
bring a  snack o r t o hel p wit h homewor k o r jus t t o offe r encourage -
ment and sympathy. 

CLASS TIM E 

When we hear abou t th e hig h achievemen t level s typically reached i n 
Japanese elementar y school s and th e disciplin e an d socia l pressure fo r 
conformity tha t are often sai d to characterize the Japanese, it is easy to 
imagine wha t Japanes e elementar y school s mus t b e like . Usuall y 
Americans expec t the m t o b e quiet , disciplined , tighd y controlle d 
environments with teachers in charge who manage the social and acad-
emic activities so that a  minimum amoun t o f "wasted time " interfere s 
with a  learning progra m tha t require s grea t concentratio n fro m stu -
dents and intense teaching from teachers . 

I was able to observe the classes of several teachers at first-, second- , 
fifth- and sixth-grad e levels , in the subject s o f music, science, physical 
education, morals, and reading, and I talked with Sam and Ellen abou t 
other classes . Ther e wer e difference s amon g teacher s an d amon g 
classes i n differen t subjec t areas , bu t ther e wer e als o commo n 
approaches an d technique s tha t wer e differen t fro m thos e usuall y 
found i n American classrooms . Lik e othe r observers , I  wa s struck b y 
the easy, relaxed discipline, the quick pace, and the high degree of stu-
dent participation in these classes. The students seemed to be engaged, 
active, lively, and anything but downtrodden . 

At Okub o Higashi , a s i n mos t urba n school s i n Japan , clas s size s 
vary from thirt y to about forty-five students , drawn from th e immedi-
ate neighborhood an d no t groupe d o r tracke d b y ability; the purpos e 
is rather to give each class an equal mix of abilities and characteristics . 
Since Japanes e neighborhood s ar e les s economicall y segregate d tha n 
those in many other countries , there i s usually a  wide range o f socio-
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economic background s represente d i n eac h classroo m also . I n les s 
densely settled areas of Japan, classes may be smaller and more homo-
geneous. This is generally seen as a disadvantage. 

The rooms at Okubo Higashi are standard issue classrooms. There is 
a wall o f windows o n th e sout h side , th e majo r sourc e o f hea t an d 
light. At one end of the room is a blackboard, and bulletin boards are 
found on the other walls, though there are also windows into the hall-
way on th e nort h sid e o f th e room. Acces s t o th e outdoor s i s from 
doors in the window wall; classrooms on the upper floors open onto a 
balcony. Eac h student has a cubbyhole where th e backpac k and per-
sonal belongings are kept during the day. Each room has a desk for the 
teacher, a desk for each child, an electric organ, and some bookcases . 
Each room at Okubo Higashi als o has a gas heater in one corne r for 
use in the winter. For the younger grades there is a flimsy guard fence 
around thi s stove . Th e stov e i s a n immovable object , becaus e o f it s 
venting system. 

Children have all their classes in the same room except for physical 
education and, for the upper grades, science labs. Music, art, and sci-
ence all involve the use of equipment in the classroom, brought out for 
use and then stored again . Like Japanese houses , the classrooms giv e 
the impression not of being cluttered so much as being packed full o f 
useful things . They are also liberally decorated with work done by the 
students, as are the hallways. These are not specially chosen pieces o f 
work. I f drawings from the expeditio n to th e park are exhibited, the 
drawing of every student will be included. I f the calligraphy exercises 
are being shown, everyone's is there. The school motto is displayed in 
each room as well as admonitions about behavior, changed from time 
to time (sample: "Let's all listen when someone is speaking") and the 
class's weekly schedule. Childre n are expected t o tak e home mos t o f 
their books and equipment such as pencils, crayons, and so forth each 
day, no t leavin g the m i n thei r desk s o r cubbyholes . Teachers , too , 
remove many belongings each day, in their case to a permanent desk in 
the teachers' room. 
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Because ther e ar e times  durin g th e da y when childre n sta y i n th e 
classroom bu t teacher s leav e t o g o t o th e teachers ' room , ther e i s a 
sense in which the room belong s to the students , the class , more tha n 
to th e teacher . Th e children' s imprin t o n th e classroo m i n term s o f 
paraphernalia and decorations is much stronger than the teacher's . 

In Japanese houses , the furniture i s movable, and it is often moved . 
In nearl y ever y Japanes e home , fo r instance , th e roo m tha t i s use d 
for eating , watchin g TV , an d mos t othe r activitie s durin g th e da y i s 
also used fo r sleeping . Bed s (sof t mattresse s an d quilts ) ar e store d i n 
large cupboard s durin g th e day , an d th e daytim e furnitur e i s shove d 
aside each night to make room fo r sleeping . Even if there ar e separate 
bedrooms fo r som e member s o f th e family , th e beddin g i s seldo m 
left in place all day; it is stored away and the room used for play, study, 
and othe r activitie s unti l bedtime . (Beddin g lef t o n th e floor  al l da y 
is a sure sign of immorally sloppy housekeeping, and besides , they say, 
the beddin g wil l ge t mold y i f it i s not pu t outsid e t o ai r every sunn y 
day.) The notion of a fixed arrangemen t o f furniture tha t remains con-
stant i s no t par t o f usua l Japanes e lif e a t home , an d certainl y no t a t 
school. I  woul d gues s tha t th e furnitur e i n Japanes e classroom s get s 
rearranged fou r t o si x times a  day fo r differen t activities . This means 
moving al l th e movabl e elements—th e teacher' s desk , th e studen t 
desks, the organ . 

For some classes the desks are in parallel rows facing front . Ther e is 
an assigne d seatin g orde r fo r thi s arrangement . I n som e classe s tw o 
rows ar e pushe d togethe r wit h a  bo y an d a  gir l sharin g eac h pai r o f 
seats. In other classes , though the boys and girls are not separated , the 
arrangement i s somewha t looser . Row s o f desk s fac e th e fron t fo r 
classes such a s reading, when everyon e i n th e clas s is doing th e sam e 
thing an d no t working in smal l groups . Sometime s i n Sam' s class , he 
said, there would b e two long rows of desks facing tw o more rows on 
the other side of the room with the teacher pacing the middle area. 

Another pattern , al l th e desk s i n a  circl e aroun d th e edge s o f th e 
room, i s use d fo r larg e grou p discussions . Whe n smal l wor k group s 
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(ban groups ; see chapte r 4 ) ar e engage d i n activitie s together , th e 
desks ar e place d i n clusters , with eac h des k facin g th e other s i n it s 
group. Such study groups might be formed for almost any subject. 

One common U.S. classroom practice that does not occur is to have 
a portion of the class interacting with the teacher while other members 
of th e clas s wor k individuall y o n othe r subject s o r assignments . I n 
other words ther e ar e no readin g o r mat h group s divide d b y ability 
level, no times when some members of the class are separated from the 
others to receive different instruction. In Japan all students are work-
ing o n th e same class material a t all times , sometimes a s individuals, 
sometimes as a large class group, and sometimes in small groups. 

Classrooms ar e multipurpos e rooms , an d Japanes e elementar y 
school teacher s are multipurpose teachers , too. Teachers are not spe-
cialists bu t teac h al l th e subjec t areas . Guideline s impose d b y th e 
school an d th e Ministr y o f Educatio n regardin g ho w man y hour s 
should be spent on each subject each year prevent teachers from idio-
syncratically emphasizing their favorite subjects or slighting areas they 
do not like teaching. The prevailing philosophy, that everyone can do 
everything i f the y try , applie s t o teacher s too , wh o a s a  matte r o f 
course teac h art , music , physica l education , mathematics , reading , 
social studies , morals, home economics , and everything els e that ele-
mentary school students are expected to learn. 

The various ways of arranging the furniture of the rooms give some 
indication o f th e variet y o f teachin g format s tha t childre n wil l en -
counter during a day—all, however, with the same group of fellow stu-
dents and the same teacher. In many if not most schools, students in a 
given class remain together for two years with the same teacher. 

In America Sam and Ellen have always been in schools that prided 
themselves on the number of specialist teachers they were able to pro-
vide, fo r art , music , physical education , foreig n language , an d com -
puter skills . The y hav e als o ha d rathe r complicate d method s o f 
providing specialist teachers for academic subjects. Some schools have 
grouped th e childre n in a  grade b y ability, and had eac h homeroo m 
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teacher teac h on e o r tw o subject s t o severa l differen t group s a t dif -
ferent times ; some als o have provided specia l teachers fo r enrichmen t 
or remedia l work . Th e upsho t o f thes e effort s t o giv e student s well -
qualified teachers , teachin g t o eac h child' s leve l o f achievemen t i n a 
small group o f similar students , is that a n individual chil d ha s to dea l 
with th e personalitie s an d teachin g style s o f a s man y a s si x differen t 
teachers eac h wee k o r eve n eac h day , an d wit h th e personalitie s an d 
group dynamics of as many groups of fellow students . 

I would find it difficult t o work in such circumstances; I have always 
thought tha t thi s typica l mode o f classroom organizatio n place s grea t 
burdens o n America n students . I t ma y als o hel p t o explai n wh y 
American teacher s fee l psychologicall y overloaded . The y ofte n com -
plain that i t is difficult t o know many students well and say that prob-
lems are created when children do not have adequate opportunitie s t o 
become adjuste d t o a n individual teacher' s style . The disadvantag e o f 
the Japanes e system , o f course , i s tha t occasionall y a  studen t an d a 
teacher experience a real antipathy, with no relief. Teachers say this is a 
relatively rare occurrence, however. 

Japanese students ar e faced eac h period o f the da y and week with a 
fairly constan t schedule . Each class' s program fo r accommodatin g th e 
required hours of study for each subject remains the same for an entire 
year. Sometimes this is disrupted, as when preparations for Sports Day 
involve som e activit y ever y da y durin g September ; i n addition , fou r 
whole day s are given entirel y t o preparatio n fo r thi s event . Generally , 
though, life is predictable. 

The cours e o f a class is predictable, too. Teachers work hard a t th e 
beginning of the year and during the first years of school to teach stu -
dents t o manag e th e routine s o f classroo m procedures , s o tha t th e 
teachers can be uninvolved i n activities that ar e not teaching . Becaus e 
the clas s leader s ar e responsibl e fo r gettin g everyon e read y fo r class , 
teachers ca n begi n classe s no t havin g ha d t o tel l anyon e t o b e quiet , 
nor urg e anyon e t o ge t ready , no r scol d anyon e fo r slowness . Th e 
teacher's job is teaching, not classroom management . 
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Much of the class time in Japanese schools looks familiar, consisting 
of a  period o f teache r explanatio n o r teaching , a  period whe n th e 
teacher ask s questions an d member s o f th e clas s raise thei r hand s t o 
respond, an d a  summarization period . O n close r observation , how -
ever, there are some striking differences from American practices. One 
is the way every student who volunteers seems to be given recognition, 
and another is the role of the teacher in judging student responses. 

Teachers appear to have several techniques to make classes feel more 
participatory. I n one sixth-grad e readin g clas s students seeme d t o b e 
reluctant to take part in a discussion of a new story (I think my pres-
ence made a difference). When several students did raise their hands to 
respond to a discussion point, the teacher called on one, who gave an 
answer. The n h e gav e eac h o f th e other s a  chance t o respon d also . 
Many of them simply said, "The same," which seemed to be treated as 
a legitimate response, and both students and teacher appeared to fee l 
the contributio n was constructive. Th e student s were apparentl y no t 
striving for uniqueness. Sam said one of his teacher's techniques was to 
ask everyone who ha d volunteered t o stand at once. Sh e would the n 
choose one student to give an answer, and those who had planned to 
say the sam e thin g woul d al l si t down , leavin g thos e wit h differen t 
responses to offer still standing until their answers had been requested. 
This pattern of giving every volunteer recognition, even for a response 
such as "the same," prevailed in all the classes I watched, and student 
responses were not commented on by the teacher, either positively or 
negatively. They were assumed to be correct, unless students objected. 

I did see teachers use questioning o f specific students in a control-
ling way a few times. In these cases the teacher would cal l on a  child 
who had not volunteered by name. The child would stand in the usual 
way an d sometime s giv e th e require d answer , bu t mor e commonl y 
would loo k a t th e floo r an d mumbl e u Mo kmgaett  iru?  "I' m stil l 
thinking abou t it," a formula fo r avoiding a n answer that stil l i s less 
self-denigrating tha n tt I don' t know" or some othe r alternative s on e 
can imagine. 

"
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One o f the mos t startlin g sight s fo r m e th e first  tim e I  sa w i t was 
what happen s whe n a  studen t give s a n incorrec t answer . Othe r stu -
dents immediately raise their hands, calling out loudly, c<'ChigaimasuV\ 
"That's wrong! " On e o f those wh o calle d ou t woul d the n b e chose n 
to giv e anothe r answer . Or , a s Sam reported , i n hi s clas s i f you wer e 
the on e whos e answe r wa s wrong , yo u go t t o cal l o n someon e t o 
correct you. 

It was seeing this happen tha t led me to focus my later observation s 
on th e practic e o f teacher s i n evaluatin g studen t participation . I t 
became clear that teachers routinely and emphatically refrain fro m giv -
ing either positive or negative evaluations of students' answers to ques-
tions o r othe r response s t o academi c material . Thos e response s ar e 
evaluated, but only by other students. If no one objects to what you've 
said, you ca n assume , and th e res t o f the clas s can assume , that i t was 
right, a t least for the time being; it doesn't need to be said or restated 
by the teacher for it to have validity and authority . 

I don' t mea n t o sugges t tha t teacher s can' t o r don' t manipulat e a 
series o f question s t o lea d t o conclusion s o r point s the y wan t estab -
lished, nor tha t thei r tactic s necessaril y ar e one s tha t kid s can' t figur e 
out. But I am saying that teachers do not use their authority as masters 
of the materia l o r a s adults t o establis h th e correctnes s o f answers o r 
responses made by students. Instead, peers are the source of validation 
or correction of a student's responses. 

Students are often sen t to the board, singly or in groups or as repre-
sentatives of their groups to write answers to math problems or science 
problems o r for othe r activities . It i s a common practic e fo r thes e stu -
dents, either individuals or groups, to be applauded b y the entire class 
for successfu l performance . Student s sho w b y smile s an d bow s tha t 
they appreciat e thi s approval . The teache r ma y sometimes initiat e th e 
applause, bu t he r rol e i s subordinate d t o th e class's ; i t i s th e class' s 
applause that students acknowledge, not teacher praise. 

Nor is the value of student responses solely a matter of their correct-
ness. Whe n leadin g clas s discussions , teacher s ar e carefu l t o lis t an d 
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acknowledge al l the positions an d arguments contributed durin g the 
discussion. Offerin g a n idea that eventuall y is rejected i s stil l see n as 
worthwhile, because the reasoning that leads to its rejection is a way to 
learn. Students, at least in science classes, do not seem so attached to 
the ideas they individually have proposed tha t they are not willing t o 
change their minds. 

Several classes that I visited, in reading, science, and morals, ended 
with individual writing as a summary activity. In these cases the teacher 
handed ou t small , unintimidating pieces o f paper with an illustration 
and a lined space for writing. Each child was to answer a broad ques-
tion concernin g th e lesso n o n th e paper . Th e teache r wandere d 
through th e clas s as this was going o n an d watched what was bein g 
written. Eithe r by marking the paper as he went through the class or 
by calling on a  number of pupils a t the en d o f the allotte d time , he 
chose a group of different responses, and the authors read to the class 
what they had written. No teache r comment was made—none, either 
positive or negative. 

Similarly, at the en d o f a  second-grade scienc e laborator y clas s o n 
materials that do or do not conduct electricity, the last activity involved 
making a switch to turn on and off the current from a battery to a light 
bulb. The teacher moved through the class as the students worked. At 
the end she asked six children to come t o the front of the room and 
demonstrate their switches. The switches were all different and all suc-
cessful, bu t n o comment s wer e mad e abou t whic h wer e "better. " 
There seemed to b e some expression of delight from those watching. 
The teacher's only action was to choose the examples shared with the 
class; she made no comments or compliments. 

Not only do Japanese teachers, then, stay in the background as far as 
the socia l managemen t o f the class and the classroom goes, bu t they 
try t o d o th e sam e whe n i t come s t o academi c materia l a s well . 
Evaluation by one's fellow students is focused on more than evaluation 
by the teacher, by teacher design. 
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Of course , Japanes e teacher s d o no t jus t le t incorrec t response s 
stand, no r d o the y fai l t o exercis e discretio n i n th e writte n selection s 
that are read out loud, but they do use manipulation o f further discus -
sion o r follow-o n question s t o ge t t o th e point s the y wan t clarified , 
without relyin g on out-and-ou t correctio n o f student responses . They 
do no t ac t i n authoritaria n ways , as academic authorities , a s much a s 
teachers do in many other systems. 

Most American s expec t tha t i n a  classroo m student s shoul d en -
counter ne w material s o r idea s an d incorporat e thos e material s an d 
ideas int o thei r existin g menta l frameworks , thereb y changin g them , 
and "learning. " If  w e thin k tha t thi s proces s entail s playin g aroun d 
with idea s i n a n experimenta l mode , the n a n importan t functio n o f 
teaching i s t o provid e feedbac k o n th e effort s o f learner s t o us e th e 
ideas. The y mus t tr y ou t th e ideas , presen t th e result s o f thei r tria l 
thinking o r use o f the material s an d ideas , and the n ge t som e evalua -
tion of their efforts . 

In America n classroom s teacher s ar e th e evaluators . Through thei r 
assessments o f studen t response s a s righ t o r wrong , acceptabl e o r i n 
need of additional work, they let students know about their progress in 
learning. Teachers are supposed to know and understand th e material s 
they ar e teaching , an d the y serv e a s th e authoritie s o n thinkin g an d 
operating wit h tha t material ; the y decid e wh o ha s mastere d it . I t i s 
considered importan t classroo m practic e t o giv e students timel y feed -
back about their responses, feedback tha t lets them know whether they 
are o n th e righ t trac k o r not . W e reasonably expec t thi s judgment t o 
come from th e teacher , who is after al l the on e with th e mos t knowl -
edge, th e on e wh o ca n mak e th e judgment s accurately ; sh e i s th e 
authority. 

In th e Japanes e classroom s tha t I  observed , teacher s almos t com -
pletely delegate d thi s teachin g functio n t o students . Teacher s almos t 
never correcte d o r praise d studen t responses . Student s di d this , an d 
some studen t responses , usually at the en d o f a class session, were lef t 
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without an y overt evaluation . A set of attitudes abou t evaluatio n of 
schoolwork is being conveyed by these practices. One is that teachers 
are no t availabl e arbiter s o f correctness , becaus e the y fai l t o ac t as 
judges. Another i s that one' s peers are a  reliable guid e t o academi c 
correctness. I f one' s peer s ar e capabl e o f bein g reliabl e authorities , 
then one is oneself likely to be reliable. Third, this custom of peer eval-
uation implies a contract according to which each student must to be 
willing t o correc t fello w student s an d t o accep t thei r correction . 
Calling out "Chijjaimasur  "It's not that way!" involves some danger 
to one's own face—after all , the other guy may be right. At the same 
time it is a challenge to the fellow student you have accused of being 
wrong. I think children become more sensitive to this dilemma as they 
grow older, comparing my time in fifth- and sixth-grade classes with 
the time I spent in first- and second-grade classrooms. That may be 
why in the upper grades a challenged student is allowed to choose a 
corrector. Fourth, student s learn tha t evaluatio n nee d no t alway s be 
explicitly formulated or made public. Confronted with the writings of 
a number of classmates in the setting where no comments are made, 
one ma y mak e one' s ow n judgments , o r withhol d judgmen t alto -
gether, and do so privately. No one else intervenes to judge your judg-
ments. One effect of this standard procedure is to emphasize that each 
person's judgment is valid and can stand alone. But it also teaches chil-
dren tha t others ma y be judging thei r action s an d work eve n when 
nothing is said openly. 

Perhaps th e ultimat e realizatio n o f ho w independentl y Japanes e 
elementary school classes can operate bot h socially and academicall y 
was brought hom e to me the da y Ellen reported a t supper tha t her 
teacher ha d bee n absent tha t day . To my routine quer y abou t what 
the substitute teacher had been like, she replied that there was no sub-
stitute. I asked somewhat anxiously how they had managed and what 
had happened, and she replied, "Oh, Kuroda sensei wrote on the board 
what we were suppose d t o do , and sometime s a  teacher looke d i n 
the room." There were no riots, and they did their work, she said. Sam 
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said hi s teache r ha d bee n gon e tha t day , too , an d the y di d th e sam e 
thing. I  late r aske d othe r parent s abou t thi s an d learne d tha t i t i s 
routine practice . When I  questione d th e principa l sometim e later , h e 
confirmed tha t severa l teachers had gon e t o a  training cours e fo r tw o 
days an d tha t no , the y didn' t ge t substitut e teacher s unles s a  teache r 
was absent for a long time—a month or more. Some parents nowadays 
object to the absence of a teacher, not because they worry about disci-
pline bu t becaus e the y ar e concerne d abou t thei r childre n fallin g 
behind academically , so schools are starting to use more substitutes . I 
still can' t decid e whethe r it' s mor e extraordinar y t o b e abl e t o leav e 
thirty-five first  graders with no teacher fo r tw o ful l days , or to b e able 
to leave forty-five fifth  grader s in th e sam e situation . Sa m di d sa y the 
fifth graders didn't work as hard as usual. 

REPORT CARDS , JUKU, AN D EXAMINATION S 

There ar e som e othe r context s i n whic h teacher s mak e ver y over t 
judgments o f studen t work . Homewor k i s ofte n correcte d b y th e 
teacher an d i s used  a s a  monito r o f studen t progress . Repor t card s 
also reflect evaluatio n by teachers. Because there is a standard curricu -
lum an d a  timetable fo r gettin g throug h it , th e repor t car d fo r eac h 
marking period , thre e a  year, list s specifi c area s o f competence , suc h 
as "additio n an d subtractio n o f number s throug h 100 " i n th e thir d 
term of first grade. Students are graded as average, high, or low. There 
are schoolwid e criteri a fo r assignin g th e grades : 1 5 percen t o f th e 
students ge t "high, " 7 5 percen t "average, " 1 0 percen t "low " a t 
Okubo Higashi . These grades have few or no consequences . Passing a 
grade doe s no t depen d o n grades—everyon e passes , a s a  matte r o f 
national policy . Bein g a  studen t o f a  certai n grad e i s a  proces s o f 
life, not a n accomplishment . Afte r all , no on e fail s to pass from bein g 
nine years old t o bein g te n year s old , an d similarl y i t i s impossible t o 
fail t o becom e a  fourth-grad e studen t afte r a  yea r a s a  third-grad e 
student. 
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There are two other arenas, very different from the institutional ele-
mentary schools , i n whic h childre n an d parent s ge t "authoritative " 
feedback o n academi c performance . On e i s juku an d private testin g 
services, and the other is the high school entrance examinations. Juku 
are private , commercia l tutorin g schools . The y rang e from  in-hom e 
tutoring o f a  fe w student s b y a  housewife , throug h neighborhoo d 
operations tha t enrol l enoug h childre n t o suppor t a  family , thoug h 
probably modesdy , t o nationwid e chain s wit h hundred s o f branc h 
offices. The y divide children by achievement levels and provide reme-
dial help for those who are falling behind, additional practice for those 
who are keeping up, and accelerated or enriched programs for the aca-
demically advanced. They have smaller classes and a more overtly com-
petitive styl e o f teachin g tha n ar e foun d i n schools . The y ar e cram 
schools of different levels , geared toward improving students' perfor-
mances on the high school entrance examinations. After-school classes 
that children take in sports or art are also called juku. 

The willingnes s o f mos t parent s t o pa y noticeabl e amount s o f 
money for tutoring in commercial establishments , which make exten-
sive use of repeated, indeed tedious, testing and ranking, indicates that 
parents thin k thi s activit y i s important . Th e crucia l importanc e o f 
placement in high schools as a determiner of the options availabl e to 
students for the rest of their lives is well known to all Japanese parents 
and adults. Grades and teacher recommendations hav e nothing to do 
with the process, only the results of the high school entrance examina-
tions. High schools are ranked by the test achievement levels of their 
entering students , which i n turn are directly linked t o th e universit y 
entrance success or the employment success of their graduates. In one 
sense, lookin g a t th e situatio n from  outside , i t seem s tha t gainin g 
admission to a particular high school only predicts, more or less, a stu-
dent's success in gaining admission to a particular college later on, or 
in obtaining employment with certain employers. Japanese participants 
in th e process , however , ac t a s though gettin g ove r th e hig h schoo l 
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entrance barrie r definitely determine s thei r ability to ge t over the nex t 
college or employment entrance barrier . 

The issu e o f hig h schoo l admissio n i s complicated , an d i t varie s 
somewhat fro m on e par t o f Japa n t o another , bu t i t ca n b e briefl y 
described a s follows: high school is not par t o f the compulsory schoo l 
requirement i n Japan ; th e lega l school-leavin g ag e i s afte r finishing 
ninth grade . However, about 95 percent of Japanese children do ente r 
high school, and nearly all of them graduate. About 3 0 percent of high 
school student s atten d privat e schools ; the res t ar e i n publi c schools . 
Both public and private schools charge fees, and both require student s 
to tak e entranc e examinations . Ther e ar e severa l vocational curricula , 
as wel l a s genera l academi c an d colleg e preparator y academi c pro -
grams. Within a  school jurisdiction, which may be as large as a prefec-
ture, ther e ar e n o residenc e requirement s fo r attendin g a  particula r 
high school , so schools choose entrant s on the basi s of their examina -
tion scores . The resul t o f this process is that al l the student s in a  high 
school are academically very similar—in stron g contras t t o students in 
the untracked compulsory levels of school. Because the student bodie s 
of individua l hig h school s ar e academicall y ver y simila r whe n the y 
enter, i t i s no t to o surprisin g tha t the y ar e academicall y ver y simila r 
when they graduate. The ranking of public and private high schools in 
terms of the examination score s of their new students, and in terms of 
the colleg e an d employmen t placement s o f thei r graduates , i s widely 
known by the general population and by teachers and parents. 

There i s a  contradictio n betwee n th e importanc e o f authoritativ e 
evaluations of academic performance i n juku an d in entrance examina -
tions an d thei r absenc e i n th e institutiona l settin g o f elementar y 
schools. Th e situation s i n whic h "authorities, " eithe r th e juku  an d 
testing service s o r th e hig h school s i n givin g entranc e examinations , 
evaluate studen t performanc e ar e resolutel y separate d fro m th e ele -
mentary school context itself; I think they are viewed as antithetical t o 
the socia l value s an d relationships  tha t school s ar e entruste d wit h 
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teaching. School s and teachers feel, and say, xhatjuku ar e inappropri-
ate for children, unhealthy and unnecessary. The examinations for high 
school entranc e (an d late r universit y entrance ) ar e fel t t o b e lik e an 
external foe, against which students and teachers alike struggle for suc-
cess. Thes e evaluation s an d rankings ar e no t somethin g impose d b y 
teachers on students . Teacher s teach; they d o no t evaluate , and they 
do not hold their students' fates in their hands directly. 



tion an d clas s time activitie s i n Japa n i s the divisio n o f the clas s int o 
han groups . Han  mean s a  platoon, a  squad, a  working group . I t ha s 
implications o f bein g th e smalles t operationa l grou p i n a  join t en -
deavor an d o f being a  group tha t operate s with littl e o r no hierarchy . 
In Japanes e classroom s eac h han  include s five  t o eigh t children , 
depending o n th e siz e o f th e class , an d i n orde r t o b e a n efficien t 
teaching and social environment, each class should have six to eight of 
these groups . Bot h socia l and academi c activitie s ar e carrie d ou t wit h 
han groups as the basic work unit . 

Teachers decid e o n th e groupin g o f children int o han,  an d usuall y 
they change the groupings a t the beginning of each term of the school 
year. Teacher s hav e severa l goal s i n min d whe n formin g groups . Th e 
foremost goa l i s to mak e eac h grou p heterogeneou s i n term s o f per -
sonalities, abilities , previou s friendshi p patterns , an d previou s han 
groupings. Ideally, the result will be groups that can all operate on the 
same leve l i n man y differen t activities . Lif e afte r schoo l wil l no t b e 
spent in homogeneous groups , so it is important t o learn to cooperat e 
and draw the best from eac h member . 
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Together a t School , 

Together i n Lif e 

HAN G R O U P S 

T o mos t foreign observer s a  striking aspec t o f classroom organiza -
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Japanese teacher s us e a  number o f differen t method s t o decid e o n 
the compositio n o f han.  On e fourth-grad e teacher , talkin g t o 
Catherine Lewi s (1995:92) , sai d tha t a t th e beginnin g o f th e year , 
when sh e didn' t kno w th e childre n well , she simpl y use d th e seatin g 
order, base d o n height , t o for m groups . Fo r th e nex t ter m sh e chos e 
leaders who had not yet had a chance to be han leaders and let the chil-
dren themselve s decide who would b e in the group s led b y these stu -
dents, subject onl y to th e constrain t tha t ther e b e three boy s and tw o 
girls in each group. She was available to help resolve difficulties i f they 
arose. A t anothe r reorganizatio n sh e choose  leader s wh o wer e kind , 
who took care of others, and who were fairly good at mathematics. She 
had decided t o emphasiz e mat h in the comin g months , the subjec t i n 
which ther e wer e th e greates t difference s i n achievemen t amon g he r 
students. I n group s le d b y student s wh o wer e goo d a t math , slowe r 
students would have a chance to learn from th e leaders, a process they 
would probably find "more fun" tha n learning from her . Other teach -
ers told m e they sometimes put al l the leaders together i n one han  so 
they could lear n how to manag e amon g themselves and s o less domi-
nant children would have a chance to become leaders in their groups. 

Han group s are used as units for many activities, and teachers ofte n 
address th e group s rathe r tha n addressin g individual s b y name . Th e 
same smal l group s ar e used  fo r music , physica l education , lunchtim e 
preparation, and cleaning, as well as for math, social studies, and othe r 
academic subjects . I n bot h academi c an d socia l activitie s student s ar e 
responsible a s a group fo r accomplishin g thei r goals . I n cleaning , fo r 
example, if the han  that has the responsibility for dustin g in the class-
room doe s no t d o a  good job , the whole han  will be criticize d whe n 
doing chores is the subject o f a class meeting. When a  han is given an 
arithmetic problem t o solve , the solution i s treated a s a joint product . 
When a  social studies question ha s been discusse d an d the issues pre-
sented to the whole class , it is the han  group tha t i s credited with th e 
ideas expressed by the reporter . 
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Americans invariably ask about freeloading i n such a situation. What 
keeps member s o f suc h group s fro m simpl y lettin g other s d o thei r 
work? Whe n ther e ar e n o sanction s tha t appl y t o individuals , wh y 
don't som e peopl e d o thei r bes t t o ge t ou t o f the work ? Wh y don' t 
some peopl e tak e advantag e o f the effort s o f other s an d ge t "credit " 
for work they have not done? 

Japanese als o recogniz e tha t suc h problem s ca n arise , bu t the y 
nonetheless ofte n trea t thes e question s a s puzzling, th e sor t o f thin g 
foreigners as k about—reasonable questions , bu t no t one s the y them -
selves worry about much. I  got the same reaction to this question tha t 
I go t when I  asked why children compete so wholeheartedly in Sport s 
Day, when ther e ar e n o prizes . Th e underlyin g feelin g wa s tha t i t i s 
natural an d fu n t o join i n the activitie s o f han  groups , that i t i s obvi-
ously self-defeating behavio r to "ge t out of thos e activities. 

Sam and Ellen, too, said that freeloading wa s not a  problem in han 
activities in school in Japan, though i t happened sometimes , and bot h 
think suc h behavio r i s a  noticeabl e aspec t o f grou p activitie s i n th e 
United States . As observers, we are left with the problem o f analyzing 
why participation seem s natural in the Japanese context , and freeload -
ing seems natural in the United States . 

The mos t genera l answe r t o thi s questio n lie s in th e rol e o f social-
ization agents—teachers , parents , an d othe r adults . Absolute convic -
tion i s very convincing. When childre n spen d mos t o f their time  wit h 
adults wh o hav e firml y internalize d th e notio n tha t participatio n i n 
group activitie s i s natura l an d rewarding , the y becom e convince d o f 
the same thing. After all , an appetite for social interaction at some level 
of intensity is a part of the nature of humans as a species, and everyone 
is susceptible t o having that par t o f their nature nurture d an d empha -
sized. At a  less general level , however, we mus t loo k a t specifi c socia l 
mechanisms tha t encourag e thi s vie w o f socia l lif e rathe r tha n th e 
equally natura l on e tha t lead s t o freeloadin g an d th e suspicio n tha t 
others will freeload . 
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How d o Japanes e childre n lear n i n schoo l tha t th e bes t cours e o f 
action t o adop t i s th e on e o f cooperativ e participation ? Ho w d o the y 
learn no t t o exploi t other s an d no t t o b e exploite d themselves ? Thes e 
are no t lesson s learne d onl y i n school , bu t schoo l i s on e o f th e place s 
where the y ar e taught . Loi s Peak , i n Learning  to  Go  to School in Japan 
(1991), ha s writte n th e mos t extensiv e stud y o f ho w teacher s impar t 
these attitude s t o students . On e par t o f the techniqu e involve s makin g 
few demand s o n youn g children . Tha t is , a  larg e par t o f thei r tim e a t 
preschool i s spent without muc h teache r supervisio n o r intervention i n 
free play . Th e initiativ e o f fre e pla y shoul d com e fro m childre n them -
selves, an d i t i s importan t tha t teacher s no t dampe n th e enthusias m 
and zes t wit h whic h childre n engag e i n pla y the y hav e chose n fo r 
themselves. Thus , teacher s mak e n o attemp t t o contro l th e numbe r o f 
children usin g set s o f equipment durin g fre e play , or t o ratio n th e tim e 
that i s spen t o n a  singl e activity , o r t o determin e th e kind s o f pla y 
children engag e in . Teacher s kno w tha t playtim e i s successfu l i f i t i s 
very nois y an d lively , filled  wit h exuberanc e an d physica l activity . 
Teachers interven e mos t ofte n t o hel p individual s negotiat e entr y int o 
a pla y grou p o r t o encourag e solitar y childre n t o b e mor e sociable . 
Most o f th e tim e tha t childre n spen d i n th e preschoo l grou p i s tim e 
that i s fun, tha t i s self-generated activity , not regulate d b y teachers an d 
not solitary . 

Fighting an d arguin g durin g thes e period s i s see n a s inevitable , a n 
immature bu t valuabl e socia l interaction betwee n children . As childre n 
learn t o understand , the y wil l becom e mor e skillfu l a t socia l interac -
tions an d abando n thes e inappropriat e activities . This wil l take years o f 
effort, bu t isolatin g childre n fro m interactio n i s no t see n a s a  wa y o f 
effectively teachin g interactio n techniques . I t i s importan t tha t chil -
dren accep t som e constraint s o n thei r behavio r becaus e the y wan t to , 
because i t lead s t o mor e fun , mor e pleasure . Al l childre n wan t t o pla y 
with othe r children , an d Japanes e preschool s an d school s ar e orga -
nized t o mak e tha t pla y a s rewarding a s possible. Japanes e educationa l 
philosophy explicid y recognize s thi s a s a ploy fo r socialization . 
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Peak tells how she was taught t o tak e thi s approach a t a  school sh e 
was observing. On e o f the four-year-ol d boy s develope d a  pattern o f 
approaching he r durin g outdoo r playtim e an d hittin g her , the n run -
ning away. This soon escalated to kicks strong enough to leave bruises. 
She tried to ignore thes e attacks , waiting for th e teache r t o intervene . 
Finally, one day the teacher made an opportunity to talk about the play 
styles of different children . Some, like a charming little girl whose invi-
tations to "come to my house for tea" Peak always accepted, were ver-
bal an d sophisticate d i n thei r approac h t o socia l interaction . Others , 
like th e bo y botherin g Peak , wer e equall y friendl y bu t les s skilled , 
instead actin g lik e puppies , wantin g t o b e chase d an d usin g direc t 
action a s an invitation t o play . The nex t day , acting o n th e insigh t o f 
the teacher , who fel t tha t Peak' s unresponsiveness was the problem a t 
issue, Peak chased afte r thi s boy making monster noises , to his delight 
(Peak 1991:163-64) . 

The reason children may sometimes seem to pull  back from partici -
pation o r to ac t in ways that could be interpreted a s aggressive or self-
ish, accordin g t o th e Japanese , i s tha t the y "d o no t yet  understand " 
why such behavior is inappropriate. I t is not because they are selfish o r 
aggressive; they are simply not skillful enough or mature enough to act 
otherwise. Action s tha t teacher s shoul d tak e i n thes e case s ar e thos e 
that explai n ho w childre n shoul d behav e an d thos e tha t teac h socia l 
skills, not punishments or reprimands. 

At th e sam e tim e childre n ar e allowe d lon g period s o f grea t free -
dom, the y ar e als o aske d t o lear n t o participat e i n shorte r period s o f 
very controlled , ritualize d grou p activities . Thes e ar e th e period s i n 
preschool tha t requir e childre n t o carr y out certai n activitie s a s a uni-
fied group: th e mornin g greetin g perio d an d th e protocol s o f eatin g 
lunch o r snack s an d o f sayin g goodby e a t th e en d o f th e day . Thes e 
activities must be done by the group in unison. I t is not sufficient tha t 
each child individually carry out th e right behaviors ; all must simulta -
neously perform a  reasonable approximatio n o f the right behavior . As 
children ge t older , the y ar e capabl e o f longe r period s o f controlle d 
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group behavior , so by the time they reach elementary school, the time 
devoted t o controlled activitie s is much longer tha n th e time  spen t in 
free, unritualized play, although some periods of (alarmingly) free play 
remain available to children all through elementary school. 

Not infrequently , especiall y a t th e beginnin g o f thei r schoo l life , 
individual childre n sho w that the y "d o no t understand " grou p activi -
ties and rituals. Teachers extravagantly praise those who do cooperate , 
and the y wai t patientl y fo r th e other s t o comply , no t scolding , bu t 
explaining ove r an d ove r tha t i t i s necessary t o b e par t o f the group . 
Otherwise, th e nex t se t o f activities , playin g o r goin g home , fo r 
instance, simply cannot take place. The teacher waits for other children 
to tel l th e laggard s t o participat e an d the n second s thei r calls , ofte n 
more politely. Other students bring pressure to bea r on those who are 
reluctant, because they do not want to be constrained an y longer tha n 
necessary i n thes e forma l situations . Pea k report s incident s i n whic h 
the frustration o f waiting fo r reluctan t classmate s leads to "lettin g of f 
steam" behavior s suc h a s loud, inarticulat e screaming , carrie d ou t b y 
the whol e group . Teacher s interpre t thi s a s evidence tha t unanimou s 
group actio n i s intrinsically rewarding t o children , evidenc e tha t the y 
can b e led to appropriat e unanimou s behavio r "naturally. " Though i t 
may take a while, all eventually conform, an d i t is either becaus e thei r 
peers persuad e the m o r becaus e the y al l wan t t o mov e o n t o othe r 
things, no t becaus e teacher s eventuall y resor t t o forc e t o resolv e a n 
issue. Childre n ar e persuade d t o cooperatio n an d participation , no t 
forced int o it . ( I mus t sa y tha t th e relentles s effort s a t persuasio n 
sometimes see m t o m e mor e underhande d an d nastie r tha n a n out -
right impositio n o f powe r an d authority . I  als o thin k thi s i s a  ver y 
American reaction on my part.) A lot of time is spent in this way, espe-
cially at the beginning of school, but it is not time wasted; it is the cur-
riculum of preschool. 

Preschools also start the practice of rotating leadership roles among 
the members of the class . Each child is routinely, not a s a reward o r a 
punishment, give n a  turn t o b e the leader . Childre n see m to like this, 
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because i t increase s thei r individua l interactio n wit h th e teache r b y a 
small amount, because they get a  chance to tell other children what t o 
do, and because they become the center of attention for several impor-
tant rituals during the day . As teachers often poin t out , being a  leader 
is a good wa y to lear n ho w t o b e a  follower. Th e difficultie s childre n 
have in getting each other to follow directions and prescribed behavio r 
patterns are meant to teach them th e importance o f compliance whe n 
they are no t th e leaders . Teachers articulat e thi s lesson ove r and ove r 
and cite it as one of the important things children learn at preschool. 

There are also some activities at preschool that seem to fall betwee n 
the unrestrained an d chaotic  free pla y in groups, which occupies mos t 
of th e time , an d th e ritualized , require d grou p performances . A n 
example is the time at the end of the day when the group is assembled 
for leave-taking . Teacher s cal l childre n individuall y t o ge t a n atten -
dance sticker placed in their book, then run through the class list again 
to hand ou t the communication book s and notices to be taken home . 
At this time teachers do not enforc e stric t silence and patient waiting ; 
they allow some quiet play and talk as the routine is accomplished. 

Preschool grou p activities , then , ar e predominatel y unorganized , 
child-initiated fre e play for th e greate r portion o f the day, interspersed 
with othe r grou p activitie s tha t ar e eithe r relaxe d o r ver y ritualized . 
But everythin g i s don e together . N o distinctio n i s mad e betwee n 
doing wha t yo u wan t individuall y an d havin g t o d o wha t th e grou p 
requires when in a group. All the time is spent in a group, and most of 
it is fun. The predisposition to find group activities desirable is fostered 
by making sure they are desirable most of the time, and children learn 
to expect time in a group to be rewarding. 

By the time they reach elementary school , most children are well on 
the wa y to sharin g th e convictio n o f full y socialize d Japanes e peopl e 
that group activities are good and that participation is both desirable in 
itself an d wha t on e freel y chooses . Elementar y schoo l pattern s con -
tinue t o emphasiz e thi s message ; i t i s regarde d a s somethin g stil l 
incompletely learne d tha t need s t o b e reinforce d b y enjoyabl e grou p 
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activities, i n orde r tha t childre n internaliz e full y th e group-oriente d 
understanding of the nature of a truly human life. Japanese children do 
like mos t activitie s a t school , man y o f whic h ar e undertake n simpl y 
because they are fun . 

At stil l another level , we need t o look a t the reward s an d sanction s 
for participation and for freeloading. I n the school context, the reward 
for participatin g i n th e han  activitie s i s intrinsic , no t external . Ther e 
are n o award s i n term s o f highe r grade s o r overtl y marke d status , 
except fo r fairl y frequen t applaus e fro m classmates . If  thes e activitie s 
will hel p yo u learn , an d yo u kno w learnin g i s important i n th e lon g 
run, and you have a good chance of gaining applause and recognitio n 
for yoursel f an d you r grou p b y cooperating , an d i f the activitie s ar e 
"fun" i n the shor t term—an d why not, since they are done with your 
classmates—what d o you have to lose b y participating? Wha t ca n you 
gain b y freeloading excep t isolatio n an d boredom ? Thes e see m t o b e 
effective motivator s fo r participation; more authoritarian punishment s 
do not seem to be necessary. 

In contrast, group activities in the United States often resul t in indi-
vidual grades. Sam reports tha t in U.S. groups some students want t o 
get A's , wherea s other s ar e happ y wit h C's . Ther e i s conflic t an d 
resentment about the amount and quality of effort contributed . When 
group activitie s are instituted fo r learning purposes, not gradin g ones , 
a different dynami c comes into play. 

For man y non-Japanese i t i s difficult t o visualize how socia j group s 
can b e used  fo r trul y academi c learnin g activities , sinc e learnin g i s 
something tha t take s plac e i n eac h individual' s head . America n ob -
servers have reported numerous ways this takes place. Catherine Lewis 
(1995:77) describe s a Japanese first-grade scienc e class that was meant 
to teac h conservatio n o f materia l an d concept s o f measuring . Clas s 
began wit h eac h o f the childre n individuall y showin g a  plastic bottl e 
brought fro m home , explaining what i t had held , and a t the teacher' s 
encouragement, makin g comment s abou t th e bottles . "Thi s on e i s a 
vinegar bottle . I  lov e vinegar , jus t lik e m y Dad. " Th e teache r an -
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nounced tha t the y would tr y t o decid e whic h bottle s hel d th e most . 
But first, he displayed two glasse s of water on th e fron t table , one tal l 
and narrow , th e othe r shor t an d wide . Which on e o f these , h e won -
dered, held the mos t water? Many children calle d out answers , and he 
then aske d each han  to consul t with eac h other an d prepare t o repor t 
to th e whol e clas s thei r conclusion s o r thei r thought s abou t ho w t o 
determine which held more water. As they worked, he strolled throug h 
the class , commentin g o n whic h group s seeme d t o b e talkin g wel l 
together. "It' s all right to have more than one answer. It's also all right 
to say you can't think of an answer." 

At the end of the discussion period, one person from eac h han  gave 
the group' s ideas . Som e reporte d tha t thei r member s though t yo u 
could tel l by looking which glas s held more , others proposed measur -
ing the water in identical containers , and one grou p suggeste d weigh -
ing th e glasses . Th e teache r formulate d th e basi c disput e betwee n 
those who were i n favor o f looking an d thos e who proposed measur -
ing. "Let' s giv e Grou p Fou r a  hand ; the y wer e th e onl y one s wh o 
thought of weighing the glasses." 

The teache r too k not e o f th e glas s tha t looke d a s i f i t hel d mor e 
water, the n poure d th e content s o f the tw o int o identica l containers . 
They turne d ou t t o hav e exactl y equa l quantitie s o f water , a n unex -
pected outcom e tha t prompte d lou d comment s fro m bot h groups ; 
some children rushed to the front o f the room to check more carefully . 

As the excitemen t die d down , th e teache r aske d eac h han  t o con -
sider th e bottle s it s member s ha d brough t in . The y wer e t o reac h a 
decision a s to which hel d th e mos t wate r an d prepare t o explai n ho w 
they found out . Eac h group was given a  pair of measuring containers , 
and one group went looking for scales . At the beginning of the lesson, 
the teache r ha d cautione d tha t h e hope d ther e woul d b e n o floods 
during thi s lesson , bu t i f ther e were , the n h e hope d the y woul d b e 
cleaned u p without fighting  abou t whos e faul t i t was. The perio d fo r 
measuring th e wate r hel d i n eac h child' s containe r di d procee d wit h 
only one spill, and at the end the teacher asked each han to choose one 
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member t o report . A s eac h grou p displaye d it s bottles , th e teache r 
encouraged class members to call out predictions about which held the 
most; then h e le t the ban  representative  explai n thei r procedures an d 
announce the results. 

Academically, what activities did each ban  participate in? During the 
first ban  period, the y had t o poo l th e idea s o f five children an d hav e 
one membe r formulat e thes e fo r presentatio n t o th e class . Th e 
teacher's recognitio n o f grou p four' s uniqu e contribution , strongl y 
validated by the applause of the rest of the class for this ban,  illustrates 
some of the pressures put on ban  groups. Because of a unique sugges-
tion, th e whol e ban  wa s rewarde d b y applause . Ha d the y no t bee n 
skillful enoug h t o remembe r o r incorporat e thi s suggestion , initiall y 
made by an individual, or had they rejected i t because they didn't like 
the chil d wh o mad e i t o r becaus e som e ban  member s didn' t under -
stand i t o r though t i t implausible , the y woul d hav e misse d bein g 
applauded. (Childre n unmistakabl y sho w tha t the y lik e bein g give n 
this recognition.) But in this interaction validation was given (1) to the 
individual wh o first  offered th e suggestio n t o th e ban,  providin g th e 
opportunity fo r th e group t o be applauded an d gaining the respect o f 
the othe r ban  member s wh o participate d i n bein g th e object s o f 
applause, (2) to the ban  reporter, who included it in the report of ban 
deliberations, and to the ban  as a whole for accepting a unique contri -
bution. Th e teache r an d th e clas s applauded grou p four , no t a n indi-
vidual, an d o n thi s understandin g i t was a  group effor t tha t brough t 
the suggestion to the class. The suggestion was clearly a relevant, sub-
stantive contribution t o the material of the class, not a  "social" contri-
bution. Japanese teachers suggest that some shy children may be more 
willing and able to offer contribution s through thei r ban  than individ-
ually to the whole group. 

During the second ban  work period, each group had to use the prin-
ciples established for the teacher's two containers to evaluate their own 
unique collection of five different containers . There is a distinct step in 
intellectual complexit y fro m evaluatin g tw o object s t o evaluatin g five, 
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and non e o f th e container s the y brough t fro m hom e resemble d th e 
teacher's glasses . They ha d t o tal k amon g themselve s abou t ho w t o d o 
this, carr y ou t togethe r severa l step s o f comparison , an d prepar e a n 
explanation tha t woul d mak e sens e t o othe r childre n wh o ha d no t 
worked wit h thei r se t o f bottles . This , too, is academic learning . 

Mathematics i s one o f the mos t individua l subject s i n the elementar y 
school curriculum , bu t here , too , han  activitie s becom e important . 
Features note d b y severa l observer s o f Japanes e mat h classe s includ e 
the emphasi s placed o n a s many ways as possible t o solv e problems an d 
the importanc e o f th e analysi s o f mistakes . I n thi s contex t han  group s 
can b e effective . A  common forma t fo r classe s is for th e teache r t o pre -
sent a  concrete proble m t o b e solve d an d t o solici t strategie s fo r solu -
tion. Thes e ar e usuall y multiste p problems , an d ofte n mor e tha n on e 
strategy wil l work . Whe n teacher s as k han  group s t o offe r potentia l 
solutions, tw o goal s ar e accomplished . A  numbe r o f differen t sugges -
tions ca n b e gathere d efficiently , eac h han  se t t o wor k tryin g on e o f it s 
suggestions, an d the n eac h grou p ca n presen t it s solutio n t o th e class , 
being require d t o discus s th e reasonin g th e grou p use d i n tryin g i t o r 
to explai n wh y the y no w kno w i t wa s no t a  correc t solution . N o indi -
vidual alon e i s responsibl e fo r eithe r successfu l o r unsuccessfu l 
approaches, an d severa l ca n b e trie d out . Teacher s d o no t pas s ove r 
mistakes bu t regar d the m a s teachin g opportunities , bringin g ou t th e 
reasoning tha t mad e the m see m reasonabl e t o star t wit h an d the n 
pointing ou t wher e th e reasonin g wen t wrong . Eve n group s tha t offe r 
wrong answers , then, contribut e t o th e ongoin g discussio n o f the class , 
and n o individua l get s single d ou t fo r poo r performance . Ofte n th e 
group itsel f discover s it s mistake , an d the y the n ge t publi c credi t fo r 
doing so . Again, th e socia l framework provide s fo r academi c learning . 

Even durin g th e han  activitie s tha t consis t onl y o f grou p discussio n 
of a  proble m i n socia l studies , fo r instance , a  studen t wh o spend s 
twenty minute s discussin g wit h fou r othe r classmate s ha s a  chanc e t o 
say more tha n mos t student s wil l b e abl e t o i n a  twenty-minute discus -
sion with thirty-fiv e o r fort y participants . Man y student s ma y b e mor e 
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willing to participate in the smaller format tha n in full-group contexts . 
Fellow students , who have the incentive explaine d abov e for listenin g 
to all their members, are less intimidating than teachers. At the least, it 
is probably more difficul t t o "tun e out " what i s going on in the smal l 
group situation . 

Han groups , then , ar e involve d a s stabl e configuration s fo r bot h 
academic an d nonacademi c activitie s in Japanese classrooms . The sta -
bility of the groups , giving children a  genuine opportunit y an d incen-
tive to learn to work at various tasks together, is an important factor in 
their success . The ongoin g experienc e tha t Japanes e childre n hav e i n 
such groups, starting in preschool, where they are developed primarily 
as social , nonacademi c units , i s th e ke y t o makin g the m effectiv e a s 
academic units, along with the teachers' practices in formulating acad -
emic tasks that ar e truly group activities , not just masks for individua l 
performance an d grading . I n contrast , i n mos t U.S . schoo l settings , 
group projects usually involve short-term grouping s of students, ofte n 
cooperating onl y for on e task , for which the y will be given individua l 
grades. I n thes e circumstance s shirkin g an d takin g advantag e o f th e 
efforts o f others becomes a rational course of action, a "natural" thin g 
to do. 

Though fo r adult s fro m outside , the constan t us e o f han  group s is 
very noticeable , fo r Sa m an d Elle n i t was an unremarkabl e featur e o f 
school life in Japan. They were neither enthusiastic nor unhappy abou t 
this aspec t o f school ; i t seeme d t o the m t o b e jus t par t o f th e wa y 
things were . Eve n thoug h they  were probabl y th e mos t incompeten t 
members o f their ban,  they didn' t fee l lef t ou t o r resented, an d what-
ever they  coul d d o wa s accepted an d appreciated . Bot h student s an d 
teachers seemed to think tha t o f course they would d o thei r best , and 
the assumption didn' t feel unreasonable to Sam and Ellen. 

One o f the strength s o f Japanese education , i t seems to me , is that 
behavior pattern s learne d i n schoo l continu e t o b e usefu l i n lif e afte r 
school. The value s and interactio n pattern s fostere d i n han  group s i n 
the classroom ar e among those carrie d ove r into adul t situations . Th e 
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fundamental ide a tha t solution s t o problem s aris e fro m th e coopera -
tion of groups and not just from inspire d individuals, the noncompeti -
tive joint evaluation of proposals, the notion tha t often mor e than on e 
solution migh t b e found, practic e in not takin g others ' suggestions as 
challenges to authority or competence, the idea that a group has a goal 
to accomplis h an d eac h membe r contribute s whateve r h e ca n an d 
whatever need s t o b e done , rathe r tha n followin g a  detaile d jo b 
description: al l these habit s o f thought an d practic e emerg e clearl y in 
ethnographic description s o f ho w employee s (an d bosses ) behav e i n 
work settings in Japan. So, too, do the ideas that socia l ties and enter -
tainment, "having fun," mak e work groups more effective an d that rit -
uals help bind and focus work groups. 

Rohlen, i n For  Harmony and  Strength  (1974) , describe s ho w th e 
members o f a  branc h ban k staf f begi n eac h da y wit h a  meetin g t o 
recite the company's goals and principles, to follow the radio exercises 
together, an d t o drin k tea  an d tal k abou t th e day' s activities . Period s 
of ne w o r increase d wor k pattern s ar e likel y t o b e initiate d wit h a 
group meeting , where the branc h leader will listen to suggestions an d 
objections an d elicit a plan to be adopted. An after-hours bu t compul -
sory part y follows . Compan y evaluation s o f performanc e (monthl y 
counts o f bookkeepin g errors , fo r example ) ar e b y branches , no t b y 
individuals. Employee moral e i s an important facto r i n the evaluatio n 
of branch chiefs . 

Even for workers on the line in factories, the expectations that mem-
bers of a group will help each other and that their production is a mat-
ter for the group to accomplish through cooperation are fairly strongly 
felt (Kamata 1982 ; Roberts 1994) . This is not necessarily a benevolent 
notion; fro m management' s poin t o f view , suc h socia l cohesivenes s 
increases productivit y an d reduce s labo r costs . It' s no t har d t o thin k 
that exploitatio n i s occurrin g whe n employee s ar e reluctan t t o tak e 
their earne d vacatio n tim e becaus e thei r fello w worker s wil l hav e t o 
cover for them . Nonetheless , Japanese workers do find  compensatio n 
for thei r har d lo t i n th e socia l relationships o f the smal l work group s 
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and i n th e generall y nonantagonisti c relationship s wit h foreme n an d 
management, who in turn are not inclined to regard suggestions fro m 
workers as challenges. The very effective (fro m a  management point of 
view) developmen t o f qualit y contro l circle s i n Japanes e workplace s 
depends o n th e abilit y o f workers t o wan t t o improv e thei r work , t o 
cooperate to identify problems and solutions, and to be able to present 
them to management without being seen as insubordinate. 

Han group s i n Japanes e school s ar e structure d t o b e group s i n 
which th e self-interes t o f individual s genuinel y coincide s wit h th e 
interests o f th e group . Childre n ar e no t tricked , i n som e sense , int o 
subordinating thei r own goal s over an extended period o f time to th e 
interests o f th e group ; rather , the y ar e pu t int o situation s wher e i n 
order to satisfy thei r own needs, they must contribute to the efforts o f 
others i n th e group . Student s ar e taught , b y tria l an d erro r an d b y 
coaching fro m teachers , ho w t o mak e thes e group s effectiv e socia l 
units an d goal-oriente d units . Skil l in functionin g i n smal l an d large r 
groups with th e sam e structurin g o f incentives an d reward s i s highly 
valued i n nonschoo l situation s i n Japan ; groups lik e thi s ar e encoun -
tered by adult Japanese in both economic enterprises and leisure occu-
pations. Lessons that teach how to succeed in school also teach how to 
succeed in life outside school. 

G R O U P S 

The Japanese are group oriented. 
The purpose of preschool is to prepare children for group life. 
Children stud y morals in school because a  group i s the appropriat e 

place to learn about morality, 
Sports Day and school trips are undertaken to teach children how to 

live in a group. 

It's impossible to read about or experience Japanese education without 
encountering persisten t reference s t o group s an d grou p behavior . 
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When a  concep t i s so pervasiv e i n a  people' s understandin g o f thei r 
own experience and practice, it is a good idea for outsiders to pay care-
ful attentio n t o tha t idea . The y shoul d no t assum e tha t th e Englis h 
words have the same meanings for us that the Japanese words have for 
the Japanese. 

Much o f what i s written abou t th e Japanes e bein g grou p oriente d 
is true, I  think , bu t Japanes e group s ar e no t necessaril y lik e thos e i n 
other societies , an d they'r e no t al l lik e eac h other . They'r e no t al l 
formed th e sam e way , the y don' t al l functio n i n th e sam e way , an d 
they don' t al l deman d th e sam e attitude s an d behavior s fro m thei r 
members. 

In thi s sectio n I  wan t t o discus s generall y Japanes e an d Wester n 
approaches t o issue s of the individua l an d th e group , to describ e tw o 
contrasting way s i n whic h group s operat e i n Japan , t o conside r th e 
feelings about group life that Japanese express, and to suggest how the 
demands and pressures of groups are made tolerable for Japanese. 

The many philosophers and social theorists who have thought abou t 
the issu e o f th e grou p an d th e individua l i n Japan , lik e thos e i n th e 
Western traditions, have been sophisticated thinkers whose ideas about 
this complex relationship are not simplistic . Still, I think it is fair to say 
that, although there is not a stark all-or-none differentiation i n the ele-
ments of their thought, there are different emphase s and tendencies in 
how the two traditions approach this issue. 

In broa d oudine , th e Western traditio n ha s seen th e grou p a s pos-
ing a  threa t t o th e virtu e o f th e individual , holdin g tha t peopl e i n 
groups ar e les s likel y t o behav e morall y tha n individual s are , tha t 
one must resist the seduction o f the group and the abrogation o f indi-
vidual responsibility . Ou r mora l an d ethica l trainin g i s geared towar d 
helping peopl e "thin k fo r themselves, " t o b e individuall y responsibl e 
for thei r behavior , no t t o b e misle d b y the attractivenes s o f followin g 
the group . W e als o worr y a  lo t abou t protectin g individua l right s 
and libertie s fro m intrusion s b y th e group . A t th e sam e time , o f 
course, Western philosophy has recognized that groups are an essential 
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part o f human lif e an d tha t huma n fulfillmen t depend s o n belongin g 
to groups. 

In contrast , starting from thei r perceptions of infants and what goes 
on in child rearing, Japanese have tended to see people as isolated indi-
viduals wh o throug h grea t effor t ar e abl e t o becom e member s o f 
groups an d thu s liv e a  fully huma n life . Individual s lef t t o thei r ow n 
inclinations ar e likel y t o ac t i n selfish , immora l ways . Th e dange r 
according to this mode of thought is that individuals will fail to see the 
necessity o f giving up thei r ow n selfis h impulse s t o achiev e th e socia l 
life that is essentially human. 

We see infants a s dependent an d al l too connecte d t o othe r people ; 
they need to become independent an d capable, to trust their own per-
ceptions an d becom e stron g enoug h t o ac t on thei r ow n mora l judg-
ments. Th e Japanes e se e infant s a s isolated , wit h onl y thei r ow n 
interests t o guid e them , needin g t o b e brough t int o socia l relation -
ships in order to appreciate and accept the moral behavior that group s 
entail. Fo r u s independenc e i s hard t o achiev e bu t desirable ; fo r th e 
Japanese integratio n i s hard t o achiev e bu t desirable . Thi s i s a  roug h 
caricature o f subtle thinking in both traditions , but I  think i t capture s 
some significan t difference s betwee n Japanes e an d Western socia l ori-
entations. 

Japan is famous fo r a  mode of group organizatio n tha t i s character-
ized b y clea r hierarch y an d clea r pattern s o f deference . Japanes e an d 
foreign observer s ar e quick to notice the seating patterns, speech pat -
terns, deference behaviors , and avoidance of disagreement with "supe -
riors" that characteriz e suc h groups . They stress that these groups ar e 
similar in structure to the ie>  the traditional Japanese family, composed 
of one household head and the subordinates of that head. Families are 
not mad e up of similar or equal individuals, but rather include peopl e 
of differen t ages , sexes , ranks, functions , an d abilities . Difference s o f 
age, sex, and function withi n the ie  are, according to this set of obser-
vations, resolved int o a  se t o f vertical relationships , expresse d b y th e 
dominance o f the head in al l decision making and the deference o f all 
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members t o th e hea d i n matter s o f behavior an d thought . I n general , 
elders ran k abov e juniors i n th e ie,  and male s rank ove r females . Th e 
overwhelming mora l duty of the head in such a group is to ensure th e 
well-being of the group a s a whole; this is the basi s for th e acceptanc e 
of subordination b y the other members . 

Nakane Chi e (1970) , a  distinguished Japanes e anthropologist , put s 
forth tha t viewpoint , parti y o n th e basi s of her fieldwork in India . I n 
India, she felt, groups were organized on the basis of characteristics all 
members hel d i n commo n (fo r example , cast e membership) . Clearl y 
articulated rule s governe d th e area s an d exten t t o whic h members ' 
actions wer e constraine d b y thei r membershi p i n th e group . Beyon d 
those rule s individual s wer e fre e t o ac t a s the y wished . T o he r i t 
seemed tha t Japanes e group s were mor e demanding , requirin g mem -
bers to acced e to th e well-being o f the grou p i n many more domain s 
of behavior and requiring conformity o f thought as well as of behavior. 

One o f th e man y example s sh e give s o f th e kin d o f allegianc e 
demanded o f grou p member s concern s differen t school s o f Noh 
drama. Sh e says that th e follower s o f one schoo l wil l not eve n atten d 
performances o f th e othe r schools , thoug h thei r tradition s ar e ver y 
closely related . I n th e academi c world , accordin g t o Nakane , rea l 
debate and discussion of intellectual issues is hampered b y the division 
of tha t worl d int o groups , each le d b y a  senior professo r whos e ran k 
and authorit y ove r junior member s o f his group ar e so overwhelmin g 
that they can never disagree openly and publicly with him. At the same 
time they are so involved in thei r own grou p tha t they do no t readil y 
debate th e position s o f othe r group s o f scholars . O n a  muc h mor e 
mundane level , many Westerners hav e bee n struc k b y the usua l prac-
tice of Japanese groups eating at a restaurant who al l order exactiy the 
same meal, usually chosen by the most senior person present . Anothe r 
characteristic o f thes e vertica l Japanes e group s i s tha t the y ten d t o 
become multipurpos e groups , no t single-purpos e ones . One' s wor k 
group i s also the grou p tha t fill s one' s leisur e hours ; group participa -
tion i s s o encompassin g tha t individua l hobbie s o r interest s ar e 
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pursued onl y with difficulty . Th e Japanes e family , the ie,  is the mode l 
for other forms o f social organization in these aspects. 

Many Japanese and outside observers have joined Nakane in finding 
that a fascination with ranking in many areas of life illustrates and rein-
forces th e importanc e o f vertica l rankin g i n socia l organization . I n 
Japan people take very seriously the notion tha t there is a number on e 
tempura restaurant in Tokyo; they easily accept the idea that everyon e 
can agree on th e criteri a tha t giv e a  particular restauran t ou t o f thou -
sands that rank . Similarly , there i s a number on e university , a  number 
one school of flower arranging, a number one potter, kabuki  actor, car, 
and so forth . 

No one can speak in Japanese, even the simples t and most straight -
forward sentence , without bein g awar e o f the vertica l socia l relation -
ships implie d b y linguisti c choices . Hierarchica l relationships  an d 
in-group versus out-group relationship s are implied by choices amon g 
vocabulary alternative s an d b y the ver b form s used . Englis h speaker s 
do in fact vary the ways they express themselves depending on who it is 
they ar e speakin g wit h an d th e sor t o f situatio n involved . W e some -
times say, "Would you like a cup of coffee?" sometimes , "D'you wan t 
some coffee? " an d a t othe r times , "Here , hav e som e coffee. " Ever y 
time we speak we have to choose  among these and innumerable othe r 
possible way s t o accomplis h th e sam e interaction . Englis h speakers , 
however, usually avoid thinking overti y abou t thes e choice s an d thei r 
social implications. Japanese , on th e contrary , ar e quite self-consciou s 
about the same sorts of choices and interpret thei r linguistic decision s 
as socially significant, revealing of hierarchy, and burdensome . 

One o f th e man y confirmation s tha t relation s withi n th e nuclea r 
family hav e thi s hierarchica l dimensio n ca n b e see n i n th e term s b y 
which family members address each other. Respectful kinshi p terms are 
used almos t exclusively . Onl y childre n ar e addresse d b y thei r give n 
names, and only by older kin. A good frien d i n Japan reported t o m e 
that a s a result of their two years in the United States , her eleven year 
old son had acquired the habit of calling his twelve year old brother by 
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name, instea d o f "olde r brother, " an d tha t thi s usag e bothere d hi s 
grandparents and neighbors when they moved back to Japan. 

Many group s i n Japa n ar e organize d quit e self-consciousl y o n th e 
model o f th e family . Suc h a  patter n i s calle d ienioto,  "family form. " 
Within a n organizatio n followin g thi s pattern , eac h membe r ha s a 
strong relationship t o the nex t higher link in the hierarchy. The lowe r 
ranking member is bound t o show deference t o the higher; the highe r 
is required to take care of the lower. In both directions , human factor s 
are supposed to be given at least equal weight with the formal o r con-
tractual obligations of the relationship. (In fact , these relationships are 
subject t o abuse in both directions . Sometimes superiors make illegiti-
mate demand s o n thei r followers , an d sometime s follower s deman d 
indulgences tha t ar e no t justified. ) Relationship s betwee n equal s i n 
these organizations are much weaker than the vertical relationships. 

In th e ban k tha t Thoma s Rohle n describe d i n For  Harmony and 
Strength (1974), equals , those employee s who joined th e ban k a t th e 
same time, were scattered in work assignments to differen t section s of 
the bank, so they really had little opportunity to form stron g relation -
ships; outside thei r immediat e hierarchica l wor k groups , the y looke d 
mostly t o ties  wit h senio r member s o f th e ban k wh o ha d graduate d 
from thei r own school for suppor t and guidance. 

If organizations ar e structured b y reliance on vertical links betwee n 
members, then the question o f what criteria are used to determine th e 
vertical ranks becomes very important. Around th e world an d for dif -
ferent purposes people have used many different criteri a to address this 
issue. Age, sex, competence, elections , personality, parentage, wealth , 
and physica l prowes s al l hav e bee n used  t o determin e rankings , an d 
each brings with it characteristic problems. 

Since th e iemoto  groups w e ar e discussin g i n Japa n ar e predom -
inately group s forme d fo r economi c purposes , an d th e livelihoo d 
of thei r member s depend s o n th e succes s o f th e group' s endeavors , 
one migh t expec t tha t competenc e woul d pla y a  major rol e i n deter -
mining th e hierarch y o f these groups . Instead , we find  tha t th e over t 
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hierarchical structure of such groups is primarily based on the criterion 
of seniority . Th e advantag e o f seniorit y a s a  ranking devic e i s tha t i t 
is objective an d unchanging. The disadvantage, of course, is that othe r 
criteria, notabl y competence , d o no t alway s matc h th e seniorit y 
ranking, an d i n group s tha t requir e competen t performanc e o f im -
portant activitie s i t seem s tha t competenc e shoul d b e rewarde d wit h 
high status. 

In actual practice there are several factors that resolve this contradic-
tion, at least to some degree. First, competence often doe s correspond 
to seniority ; there i s not alway s a  disparity. Second , ther e ar e ways of 
recognizing competenc e withou t disturbin g th e over t seniorit y rank -
ings. If groups use meetings and discussions as ways of coming to deci-
sions, a s Japanes e group s do , the n eve n junio r peopl e can—politel y 
and deferentially—expres s thei r views , an d thos e view s ca n b e acte d 
on. Third , thoug h ideall y th e mor e senio r member s shoul d hav e 
higher rankings , i n fac t organization s d o promot e peopl e t o level s 
where they have higher status than more senio r members. Such a per-
son should refrai n fro m flauntin g succes s over seniors . Finally, patient 
juniors wil l inevitabl y becom e seniors , an d the y wil l eventuall y b e 
given th e deferenc e the y deserve . Ronal d Dor e (1987:87 ) an d othe r 
observers of Japanese behavior in groups have said that they think sub-
ordinates o r juniors ca n have more freedo m t o expres s thei r views o r 
opinions i n Japa n tha n i n Grea t Britai n o r th e Unite d State s becaus e 
their opinions are seen as input to group decision making, not as chal-
lenges to the hierarchical order . 

The analysi s o f Japanese group s just give n i s one tha t mos t writer s 
about Japanes e societ y would accept ; it is part o f the standar d under -
standing o f Japan tha t ha s bee n develope d ove r th e las t fifty years o r 
more. But when I think about my participation in Japanese life and the 
groups I  observed, bot h fro m outsid e an d a s a participant, a  very dif-
ferent sor t o f group structur e i s dominant. Perhap s this form o f orga-
nization coul d b e characterize d a s amorphou s an d leaderless . Thes e 
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groups operat e a s collection s o f peer s withou t hierarchies . Lik e th e 
vertically structure d groups , the y ar e functiona l groups , mean t t o 
accomplish some goal or se t of actions; they are not merely friendshi p 
groups or gatherings. Reflecting o n my experiences and rereading var-
ious ethnographies, I  find evidenc e tha t amorphous , leaderless group s 
are found i n many situations and at all age levels in Japan. 

I remembe r tw o specifi c incident s fro m Sam' s kindergarten . On e 
occurred o n a  parents' visiting day, when we watched a  school projec t 
of making cookies. There was a clear educational agenda in doing this, 
namely, following th e recipe , measuring th e ingredients correctly , an d 
putting them together in the proper manner . I t involved weighing dry 
ingredients an d measurin g liqui d one s i n measurin g cups , a s wel l a s 
mixing and stirring the dough . 

One teache r talked abou t th e recipe and led the group through th e 
actions necessary. The fifty children were divided into groups of six or 
seven a t smal l tables , each makin g on e batc h o f cookies . There wer e 
only thre e teacher s i n thi s school , an d on e wa s leadin g th e demon -
stration. Th e othe r tw o seeme d t o spen d mos t o f thei r tim e loosel y 
supervising the three-year-olds. That meant that each table of children 
had t o divid e up th e work—or participatio n opportunities—b y them -
selves. They did it with no discussion, no arguments , no overtly stated 
rules, n o instructio n fro m th e teachers , an d n o perceptibl e unhappi -
ness with results. 

At some tables they took turns b y going around th e table , with th e 
next chil d doin g whateve r cam e nex t i n th e process . A t som e table s 
someone jus t too k o n th e nex t tas k without bein g "i n order. " Ther e 
was no noticeable jostling for especially desired tasks, such as breaking 
the eggs, which American children always vie for. At one table, when it 
came time to sti r the batte r a t the end, the first girl counted a  number 
of stir s an d passe d th e bowl  o n t o th e nex t child , wh o counte d th e 
same numbe r o f stir s befor e passin g i t on , an d th e bow l continue d 
around the table in this way. But none of the other tables showed even 
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this amoun t o f over t structure . A t n o tabl e wa s ther e a n apparen t 
leader, eithe r appointe d b y th e teachers , self-selected , o r chose n b y 
the group. 

Another inciden t involvin g amorphous , leaderles s group s tha t I 
observed concerne d th e swings . At some point i n the earl y spring th e 
daily communication boo k started comin g home with comment s tha t 
Sam was "craz y abou t th e swings. " These comment s continue d fo r a 
couple of weeks. During this time I happened to stop in at school dur-
ing a  free-play period , an d I  watche d th e pla y o n th e swings . Ther e 
were two swings, and about ten boys were playing on them. They had 
organized themselve s int o tw o line s an d wer e takin g turns . On e bo y 
would swing a while, get off , an d go to the end of the line as the nex t 
boy took hi s place. After a  while h e would ge t off , an d s o on . Ther e 
was no talk about how long a turn each boy had. No one was counting 
or timing , n o on e wa s urging th e swinge r t o hurr y up , n o on e wa s 
complaining abou t no t gettin g a  sufficient tur n o r having to wai t to o 
long. N o teache r wa s watching, o r eve n presen t o n tha t par t o f th e 
playground. Th e contras t with boy s in America, who even a t that ag e 
argue a  lo t abou t th e rule s fo r grou p play , was striking . Mayb e th e 
teachers helped them institute some procedure when their joint infatu -
ation wit h th e swing s began , bu t whe n I  aske d abou t i t the y didn' t 
seem to be aware of having done anything . 

In th e ethnographi c literature , Johnson' s stud y (1975 ) o f a  village 
boys' club provides striking evidence of how with almost no hierarch y 
elementary an d junior-high-school-ag e boy s ca n carr y ou t bot h pur -
poseful an d recreationa l activitie s fre e o f adul t supervision . No t onl y 
do these boys manage the weekly meetings, the weekly baseball games 
during the schoo l year, the summe r campin g trip , the raid s on water -
melon patches , an d th e endles s basebal l game s tha t occup y muc h o f 
summer vacation , bu t the y als o fulfil l thei r villag e responsibilities , 
which includ e carryin g ou t certai n festivals , cleanin g templ e ground s 
and paths, and delivering New Year's mail. A mild hierarchy of senior 
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boys over junior ones is found, bu t junior boys don't "follo w orders, " 
and senio r boy s don' t giv e them . Boy s sto p bein g member s o f thi s 
group afte r the y finish junior high school , and al l boys in the las t year 
of junior high are officers o f the club, however many offices tha t takes. 

Three groups of adults I  participated i n seemed to operate in muc h 
the sam e way . On e wa s a n Englis h conversatio n grou p a t th e loca l 
community center . Thi s group ha d bee n established , with a  changing 
membership, fo r abou t twent y years . I t containe d bot h me n an d 
women, ranging in age from th e mid-thirtie s t o eighty , from a  variety 
of educational an d occupationa l backgrounds . They met onc e a  week 
to study and speak English and hired native English speakers to atten d 
and lead their meetings once a month. I  met with them for about nine 
months and also attended a  couple of parties they held. 

The procedure fo r classe s was pretty straightforward , bu t ther e was 
some organizin g t o b e done . Ofte n th e table s and chair s in the roo m 
needed t o b e rearranged , th e heate r turne d on , th e water fo r te a pu t 
on t o boil , th e cup s an d supplie s gotte n out , an d announcement s 
about activitie s an d plan s made . There wa s no consistenc y a s to wh o 
did these tasks and no planning for them. Whoever got there early did 
them, and someone always got there in time. But there wasn't a roster, 
or an organized way to take turns, or anyone who was responsible for a 
given evening or chore. It al l just happened . 

Flower arrangin g classe s were a  second aren a i n which thi s sor t o f 
organization wa s the mode . Eve n thoug h th e tw o classe s I  attende d 
were very differen t i n som e ways, they were alik e in this . There wer e 
certain thing s tha t neede d t o b e done , an d someon e di d them , bot h 
before and after classes . 

The internationa l cookin g grou p als o operate d i n thi s loos e way . 
Someone wa s i n charg e o f th e menu , th e recipes , an d th e shoppin g 
for eac h meeting , bu t beyon d tha t i t wa s fre e for m self-sorting-ou t 
of participants to different tasks , with no discussion as to how it would 
all ge t done . Everyone  kep t doin g somethin g unti l everythin g wa s 
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done. I t didn' t see m a s though anyon e wa s exclude d o r tha t anyon e 
ended u p doin g a  disproportionate shar e o f the dirt y work. Eve n th e 
foreigners i n the group, who were somewhat a t a  loss for how to pro-
ceed sometimes, were never directed to certain activities , or any activi-
ties. No t onl y I , bu t als o foreigner s fro m Brazil , Taiwan , Indonesia , 
and th e Philippine s fel t a  littl e bewildere d o n occasion , an d mayb e 
even excluded , becaus e n o on e suggeste d t o u s way s t o participate . 
Either yo u di d o r yo u didn' t find  somethin g t o do , an d eithe r wa y 
seemed acceptable . 

Other anthropologists have also reported on groups, even hierarchi-
cal ones , tha t acte d a s thoug h the y wer e amorphou s an d leaderless . 
Leaders see m ver y reluctant t o assum e authoritaria n roles , preferrin g 
to spend time getting group consensus on goal s and procedures, even 
when those will turn out to be the ones insisted on by higher levels of 
the forma l organization . Thu s Rohle n (1974 ) describe s ho w branc h 
chiefs at a large bank work hard to get the group's assigned tasks done 
by willing subordinate s withou t givin g abrup t order s o r appearin g t o 
impose their will without consultations . Even those with clear author -
ity shoul d no t ac t a s thoug h the y hav e a  superio r position ; the y ar e 
more effective i f they do not behave in a domineering way. Those who 
are promote d t o position s o f authorit y ar e me n wh o d o no t overd y 
exercise authority but instead can get group members to work without 
invoking hierarchy and power. 

Dore (1978 ) describe s i n length y an d huma n detai l th e thought s 
and actions of the resident s o f the village of Shinohata i n maintainin g 
village harmony—carrying ou t actions for the good o f the communit y 
without resor t t o authoritativ e decision s o r order s from th e suppose d 
authorities. Th e personalit y o f th e villag e headma n an d hi s skill s i n 
handling socia l relationships  mak e a  differenc e i n wha t th e villag e 
accomplishes a s a  social unit , an d tha t make s a  difference i n people' s 
feelings o f how goo d a  place Shinohata i s to live . The mos t effectiv e 
headmen ar e thos e wh o b y example , persuasion , an d socia l skill s ar e 
able to make others feel good about contributing effort t o communit y 
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activities, and who ar e able to organiz e thes e activitie s without givin g 
orders or being high-handed . 

In th e mids t o f metropolitan Tokyo , Bestor (1989 ) foun d commu -
nity organization s tha t operate d i n th e sam e way . In on e memorabl e 
dispute i n a  neighborhood o f abou t twenty-fiv e hundre d people , th e 
young men wanted the community organization to buy a new portable 
shrine fo r th e annua l festiva l a t th e loca l temple . Th e olde r me n 
favored a  mor e practica l expenditur e o f an y availabl e fund s o n im -
provements t o th e communit y hall . When on e o f the young me n los t 
the electio n fo r presiden t t o on e o f the olde r men , ther e coul d hav e 
been ope n conflic t an d divisio n i n th e communit y organization . 
Instead, the younger me n simpl y formed a  new ad hoc group t o rais e 
money for a  new shrine and then presented i t to the community. Their 
initiative, effectivenes s i n raisin g money , an d tac t i n avoidin g a  full -
scale challeng e t o th e olde r me n ha d th e resul t o f validatin g thei r 
claims to leadership, and in the next elections a young man was chosen 
to b e president , th e communit y organizatio n accepte d ownershi p o f 
the ne w shrin e an d responsibilit y fo r it s maintenance , an d a  taci t 
recognition that leadership was passing into the capable hands of a new 
generation of leaders could be felt in the community . 

When Japanes e talk about schoo l a s the place to learn abou t grou p 
life, I  think they really have in mind learning to live in these leaderles s 
groups compose d o f peers. Man y practices i n school s an d preschool s 
do in fact giv e children thi s experience, without glossin g over the dis-
advantages for individual s involved. To return t o names and languag e 
again, all members of a class use names that are appropriate fo r equals : 
mutual given names, mutual last names, or nicknames. They use famil-
iar, nondeferential languag e forms with each other, also. Teachers con-
sistently refe r t o everyon e a s tomodachi,  "friends" ; the y addres s 
students in groups more often tha n as individuals. 

There's littl e doub t tha t Japanes e themselve s fee l tha t bein g a 
member o f a  grou p i s oppressiv e t o som e degree , tha t i t definitel y 
involves givin g up independence an d freedom , an d tha t thi s i s a cost. 
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"The nail that sticks up gets pounded down" may be the proverb most 
frequently quote d b y Japanes e themselves , an d i t doesn' t hav e th e 
meaning implied by "The squeaky wheel gets the oil." 

When rules are imposed on group members from above , they some-
times rebel . Fo r example , mos t junior hig h school s an d hig h school s 
require student s t o wear uniforms an d styl e their hai r in certain ways; 
they enforce thos e rules . Some student s objec t an d make thei r objec -
tions a civil rights issue, sometimes going to cour t to asser t their righ t 
to choos e thei r ow n hai r style , fo r instance . A t time s the y ar e sup -
ported by parents, fellow students, and teachers. The more usual situa-
tion i s fo r school s t o us e student s t o brin g pressur e t o bea r o n th e 
nonconformists, makin g thes e rule s one s tha t ar e impose d b y peer s 
and thu s harde r t o resist . Most student s fee l tha t suc h constraint s ar e 
necessary. In thi s and many other contexts , Japanese do fee l tha t thei r 
peers i n a  grou p ar e a n unwelcom e constrainin g force . Individual s 
must contend with a  general cultural bias that says that individuals are 
probably wises t i n mos t case s t o accep t th e judgmen t o f th e grou p 
about their behaviors and thoughts. 

Certainly amon g th e majo r concern s th e Japanes e themselve s hav e 
about thei r school s i s a  proble m know n a s ijime,  "bullying. " Thi s 
occurs when childre n ar e single d ou t fo r mistreatmen t b y their class -
mates. Almost alway s th e reaso n give n fo r suc h mistreatmen t i s tha t 
the victi m i s "different. " Ther e i s a  genera l feelin g tha t differenc e 
would naturally call forth aggressiv e behaviors from othe r members of 
the group , that th e simples t way to resolve the problem would b e fo r 
the "different " chil d t o sto p bein g different . Often , however , eve n a 
child who i s willing t o confor m i s not abl e to . On e can' t chang e th e 
fact that one's parents come from a  different par t of Japan or that on e 
has live d overseas , fo r example . I n som e case s childre n see m t o tr y 
hard to conform bu t find their efforts rejected . 

Since b y Japanese thinkin g bot h kind s o f grou p structure , vertica l 
and amorphous , are in some ways "unnatural," o r difficul t fo r huma n 
beings, something mus t b e done t o make participation i n groups an d 
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subordination t o group s palatable . Th e notio n o f amae  i s invoked t o 
characterize th e emotiona l ties  an d behavior s tha t mak e a  verticall y 
ordered set of dissimilar individuals into a tolerable group for its mem-
bers. Amae i s the feeling of being lovingly dependent on someone else 
and the behaviors that such a  feeling produces . The prototype vertica l 
group i s the ie,  the family , wit h it s member s o f differen t ages , sexes, 
and responsibilities . I n th e famil y a  new member , a n infant , learn s t o 
appreciate the advantage s o f membership i n the grou p throug h learn -
ing amae.  The feelings o f being recognized a s an individual with one' s 
own likes, dislikes, and propensities, of having a will that counts and is 
not arbitraril y thwarted , o f having th e powe r t o giv e bac k thes e feel -
ings to other members of the family o r to withhold them , become th e 
grounds on which individuals are believed to come inevitably to prefe r 
group membership , even with it s demands an d disadvantages , to soli -
tary independence and isolation. It is in the nature of human beings to 
respond i n these ways, according t o Japanes e thinking . Amae  i s ofte n 
expressed as dependence, as letting someone else take care of you, let-
ting someon e els e make decisions fo r you , feeling tha t wha t someon e 
else wants for you is indeed what you want for yourself. 

To Western observers the process by which modern Japanese moth -
ers teach thei r childre n amae  seems like indulgence. The y teac h chil -
dren tha t thei r desire s wil l no t b e ignore d b y givin g i n t o children' s 
desires, when persuasion seem s ineffective. The y teach children abou t 
their power over other members of the family b y letting them exercis e 
that power , even hitting, kicking, and yelling a t thei r mothers . Adults 
who hav e t o handl e a  child throwin g a  temper tantru m ar e likel y t o 
offer cand y as a bribe, or cajole an d persuade children to stop , or sim-
ply give in to the child' s demands. These actions are not see n as spoil-
ing them, but as pulling children into the human relationships that are 
important in life. 

Only when they are convinced that human relationships are essential 
to thei r well-being and happiness can children face the inevitable con -
straints o n thei r individualit y tha t bein g a  member o f a group entails . 
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It i s at preschool an d schoo l tha t on e confront s bot h th e joy and th e 
pain of a group of peers, a nonhierarchical group . 

(This is an idealized version o f child rearin g approache s i n moder n 
Japanese families , especiall y thos e o f wage an d salar y earners . B y al l 
reports, household heads in ie  that were economically central were less 
hesitant t o invoke authorit y an d power t o induce member s t o behav e 
as the hea d decided . Mother s an d caretaker s wh o wer e economicall y 
busy or overworke d ha d les s time an d fewe r resource s fo r indulgenc e 
of children. 

I woul d als o like t o stres s tha t i n m y experience Japanes e toddler s 
and childre n ar e no t les s well behave d tha n Americans , either . I n th e 
areas of behavior that are important to their parents, they are at least as 
compliant a s American children . I  don' t se e more temper tantrum s i n 
the grocer y store s i n Japa n tha n a t home . I' d rathe r tak e a  Japanese 
toddler along to do a series of errands than an American one. Japanese 
children learn polite greeting behavior, learn to say "thank you" and to 
follow rule s o f deportmen t i n publi c places—ho w t o handl e thei r 
clothes, bodies, and voices—very well.) 

Amae i s not appropriate behavior within a peer group, but the expe-
rience o f amae  and the abilit y to learn amm  ar e seen as indispensable 
in preparing children to adopt the behaviors of a peer group. Preschool 
in Three  Cultures, by Tobin, Wu, an d Davidso n (1989) , outline s th e 
connections Japanese make between amae  behavior and the behavior s 
appropriate wit h peers . Their boo k detail s the approac h take n t o on e 
child a t th e preschoo l described . Thi s boy , Hiroki , appear s t o th e 
Western observers to be a problem, a troublemaker. He ignores teach-
ers' instruction s an d consistentl y trie s t o dra w attentio n t o himsel f 
through joking , storytelling , an d sexua l an d scatologica l antics . He i s 
aggressive towar d othe r children , takin g toys , interferin g wit h thei r 
play, an d hittin g an d kickin g them , an d h e doe s no t cooperat e i n 
chores. He is also lively, inventive, and entertaining . 

The consisten t approac h take n b y th e teacher s t o thi s child , a s a 
matter o f policy as well as inclination, i s to ignore hi s misbehavior, t o 
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do little or nothing to repress it, and to impress on other children tha t 
his behavior to them is their problem, to be solved by them. The othe r 
children try a variety of approaches, from mediation , to ignoring him , 
to returnin g hi s aggression . Teacher s refrai n fro m helpin g with thes e 
strategies or evaluating them. 

What is the explanation for Hiroki's behavior? Because his mother is 
dead, h e ha s no t ha d a s much practic e i n arnrn  as other children , h e 
"doesn't kno w ho w t o receiv e car e an d attention " (Tobin , Wu , an d 
Davidson 1989:27) , an d s o h e i s les s convince d tha t socia l relation -
ships are worth self-sacrifice an d less skilled at self-denial for the sake of 
the group. Nevertheless, the teachers feel that he is a valuable member 
of the group, that the others are lucky to have such a lively, interesting 
classmate, and tha t th e lure o f their companionshi p i s the mos t effec -
tive socializatio n too l available . Th e othe r childre n wil l benefi t fro m 
learning to deal with a difficult grou p member, too. His teachers share 
the absolut e convictio n expresse d b y othe r preschoo l teacher s tha t 
they have never encountered a  child who genuinel y prefers t o b e soli-
tary—though som e realize this sooner than others . They feel tha t iso-
lation as a punishment o r control technique would be self-defeating i n 
his case: his problem stem s from bein g too isolated . Hirok i has prob-
lems in a peer group becaus e he has not sufficiently experience d amae 
in the vertical family setting. 

Amae i s the suga r that make s the medicin e o f belonging t o a  verti-
cal, hierarchical group easie r to swallow. For peer groups , the intrinsi c 
rewards o f no t bein g isolate d an d o f participatin g i n socia l relation -
ships ar e th e incentiv e fo r belonging . Th e inheren t disadvantage s o f 
belonging t o a  group ar e offse t b y the reward s o f sociability an d als o 
by a certain self-restraint i n what the members of the group demand of 
each other . Restrain t i n demand s ameliorate s th e intrinsi c disadvan -
tages o f bein g par t o f a  group . Bu t thing s ca n g o wron g i n group s 
that rel y o n self-restrain t t o gover n themselves ; self-restrain t mecha -
nisms don't work without a  lot of effort o n the part of group member s 
and "leaders. " 
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The rotatin g leadershi p role s provide d i n school s ar e though t t o 
guide children to the conclusion that because they would like others to 
be cooperativ e whe n the y ar e leaders , the y shoul d cooperat e whe n 
they are not leaders . More generally , the empath y gaine d a s a partici-
pant in a group is thought to lead children to be tolerant of each other, 
because eac h chil d need s toleratio n fo r hi s o r he r individuality . 
Teachers explicitl y tal k abou t thi s interpretation o f school lif e t o stu -
dents, in both forma l an d informal situations . Westerners ar e likely to 
think thes e ar e no t th e onl y conclusion s childre n coul d com e t o an d 
that there is a great danger that some children will use this situation t o 
become too dominant , to tyrannize others . Such children in Japan are 
seen a s "no t ye t understanding " socia l life ; continue d exposur e t o 
group lif e an d continue d interpretatio n b y teacher s an d peer s wil l 
result in their better understanding . 

Possibly another reason that Japanese feel groups can be oppressive 
is that they tend to belong to few groups, but ones that occupy a lot of 
time and psychological space—groups that have a tendency to becom e 
"total institutions. " No t al l Japanes e peopl e belon g t o suc h groups , 
but schoo l group s ar e one s wit h thes e tendencies , an d everyon e i s 
affected b y the m fo r wha t see m a t th e time  t o b e man y lon g years . 
Because school groups and the employment group s of modern white-
collar workers, as well as traditionally organized economic groups such 
as villages and craftsmen's organizations , demand many hours of one's 
time and become the basis of recreational activities as well as education 
or work, nearly al l of life fo r man y years, for man y people, is lived in 
the context of one dominant group . 

One o f the ways in which life experience s diffe r mos t in Japan is in 
the exten t t o which individual s find  thei r lives enmeshed wit h tha t o f 
some group. Most women's lives exclude them from all-encompassin g 
group memberships , becaus e the y wor k i n th e contex t o f thei r ow n 
small families , o r perhap s marginall y a s part-timers , nonregula r em -
ployees, or temporarie s i n othe r outsid e employmen t contexts . Man y 
occupations fo r me n ar e als o no t carrie d ou t i n group s tha t ar e 
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demanding o r enveloping . Som e peopl e deliberatel y see k ou t suc h 
livelihoods, an d som e fal l int o the m les s purposely . I n th e settin g o f 
domineering groups , th e self-restrain t o f th e grou p i n term s o f ho w 
much participatio n an d conformit y i s demande d become s extremel y 
important. Japanes e see m t o rel y o n th e empath y gaine d a s a  grou p 
member to monitor this: don't demand from othe r members what you 
would no t lik e t o hav e demande d fro m you . Thi s i s a  fragile mecha -
nism, however , tha t seem s to man y Japanese a t time s no t t o wor k a s 
well a s i t should ; i t sometime s break s dow n totally , a s in th e cas e o f 
ijirne, "bullying." 

One ca n se e i n Japanes e school s certai n practice s o f teacher s an d 
children tha t encourag e a  laissez-faire, undemandin g attitud e towar d 
group members ' behavior . Th e cas e o f Hiroki , cite d above , who was 
never isolated o r treated a s an outsider , no matte r what he was did, is 
one example. The sor t of minimal participation require d i n group cal-
isthenics tha t I  sa w i n bot h elementar y school s an d preschool s i s 
another. Teachers ' resolut e treatmen t o f variou s activitie s a s grou p 
activities that by definition encompas s everyone, even when some chil-
dren ar e clearly not participating , i s another. Eve n i f Hiroki was busy 
singing TV commercials an d actin g them ou t while everyone else was 
still filling in the pages of the workbook, he was right there with every-
one else, a "part of the group." 

I neve r sa w teachers dela y a  class activity while the y coerce d atten -
tion fro m on e or two students , for instance . Those who don' t partici -
pate simply get left behind , without comment. They "naturally" prefe r 
being wit h th e grou p an d eventuall y com e t o participat e i n a  timel y 
fashion. I n contrast , i t i s commo n practic e fo r America n teacher s t o 
interrupt a  whole class in progress to scold a single child who is late in 
arriving or needs to leave the roo m o r i s doing something othe r tha n 
the teacher-designate d task . These childre n thu s becom e th e focu s o f 
class an d teache r attentio n rathe r tha n somethin g goin g o n a t th e 
undesirable peripher y o f the group . The y dominat e th e grou p rathe r 
than being treated as a marginal part of it. 
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It i s becaus e bein g par t o f an d managin g unordered , nonvertica l 
groups i s s o difficul t tha t Japanes e ar e convince d s o muc h effor t t o 
learn thi s skill , in the educationa l setting s o f schools, is necessary an d 
desirable. I t i s no t becaus e suc h skill s com e naturall y t o childre n o r 
adults that schools adopt them and teach techniques for living and par-
ticipating in them, but because they are so "unnatural. " 

R E A C T I O N S 

It i s the Japanese who live in Japan, in a  social structure tha t include s 
both th e hierarchica l an d th e amorphou s group s describe d here , with 
their particula r demand s an d rewards ; i t i s the y wh o mak e th e rea l 
judgments abou t the value of their cultural  patterns an d the socializa -
tion practices in schools, families, and other institutions that reproduce 
their pattern s o f thought, feeling , an d behavior . Fo r foreigner s livin g 
in Japan , however , an d especiall y thos e wh o ar e enmeshe d i n a 
Japanese milieu as we were, and most especially as Sam and Ellen were, 
this i s a n are a o f Japanes e cultur e wher e w e fee l compelle d t o mak e 
judgments, to as k moral questions abou t ho w life "ought " t o be , and 
to try to understand what it would be like really to be Japanese and to 
have to live life in the context of this social structure. 

Our reactions to Japanese groups, their demands, and their rewards 
are determine d b y a n implici t "compare d t o what? " question . Ar e 
Japanese group s mor e rewarding , mor e constraining , tha n whateve r 
groups we are most familia r o r mos t comfortable with ? This is not a n 
easy questio n t o answer , no r i s i t eas y t o decid e ho w w e woul d g o 
about establishing a reliable answer. 

There ar e certainly indications i n Western fiction,  biographies , an d 
autobiographies tha t many people experience Western groups as being 
demanding, a s infringin g o n individua l freedo m an d self-expression . 
We talk about the difficulties o f responding to "peer pressure" that our 
children encounter ; w e reflec t o n th e limitation s o n ou r ow n action s 
that our families and social situations impose on us, and we long some-
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times t o b e abl e t o b e mor e independent . W e sometime s experienc e 
belonging to groups in our ow n culture a s unwelcome restrictions . I n 
the literatur e o f th e Wester n world , however , th e pai n o f bein g 
excluded fro m group s i s equall y evident . Man y o f u s ca n remembe r 
unhappy experience s o f being lef t out , too . O n th e socia l level , com-
mentators hav e written tha t th e los s o f community , o f encompassin g 
group membership , i s the sourc e o f many socia l problem s an d muc h 
individual unhappiness : such groups can cause pain both fo r member s 
and for those excluded . When our feelings an d attitudes about group s 
in our ow n experienc e ar e so divided, perhaps i t i s not surprisin g tha t 
our reactions to Japanese groups and "groupism" are ambivalent, too. 

Sam an d Elle n fel t th e advantage s o f belongin g t o thei r schoo l 
groups in Japan. They were treated a s members of the group by teach-
ers an d students , no t exclude d fro m activitie s o r role s eithe r becaus e 
they were incompetent o r because they were foreigners. They both say 
they wer e no t bullie d o r discriminate d agains t becaus e the y wer e 
different. Elle n loved (he r word) t o b e the daily leader for clas s activi-
ties. Sa m wa s expecte d t o participat e full y i n al l activities , eve n one s 
like calligraphy in which he had had no previous experience . His Ne w 
Year's calligraph y was exhibited alon g with everyon e else's . H e care d 
enough t o practice a  little during the vacation an d to produce accept -
able samples of brush writing for the class display. He helped write the 
program for the class performance da y and practiced his music enough 
to b e abl e t o pla y wit h hi s group . Hi s abilitie s a t Sport s Da y wer e 
appreciated. 

Their experience s o f bein g par t o f th e schoo l grou p wer e mostl y 
positive. The y wer e happ y t o g o of f t o schoo l eac h mornin g (well , 
95 percen t o f the time) ; they lingere d wit h thei r friend s afte r schoo l 
and dawdle d wit h the m o n th e wa y home ; the y wer e happ y t o 
encounter classmates outside of school. They did not expect to be bul-
lied or to be disliked, and they didn't fee l unpopular o r that they were 
picked on . I t i s only accurat e t o poin t out , however , tha t the y kne w 
they were going to be in Japan only for one year and that their friend s 
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and teachers knew this too. The pressures to conform wer e much less 
than thos e applie d t o Japanes e wh o liv e thei r entir e live s i n th e 
Japanese context. Their experience is not a fully accurate guide to what 
Japanese children are subject to . Sometimes the strain of not knowin g 
the languag e le d them t o avoi d after-schoo l activitie s with othe r chil -
dren. The y alway s knew tha t the y coul d escap e fro m Japanes e lif e i n 
the end , and I  le t them sta y home fro m schoo l on a  few days when I 
knew they weren't reall y sick. O n balance , though, I  thin k i t was th e 
positive aspect s o f bein g include d i n schoo l lif e tha t mad e th e yea r a 
good on e fo r them , no t th e knowledg e tha t the y would onl y have t o 
tolerate living in Japan for a  limited period . 



5 
A Working Vacation 

and Specia l Event s 

SUMMER VACATION ? 

w ha d arrived in Japan near the en d o f June an d had Sam and 
Ellen enrolle d i n schoo l b y th e first  wee k o f July , s o the y ha d bee n 
in schoo l onl y fo r a  fe w week s whe n summe r vacatio n began . I n 
Japan, sinc e th e schoo l yea r run s fro m Apri l 1  unti l th e followin g 
March, summe r vacatio n come s a t th e en d o f th e first  thir d o f th e 
school year . I t wa s precede d b y a  flurry  o f newsletters  fro m school , 
several notice s fro m eac h classroo m teacher , an d a  lon g lette r fro m 
the principal himself . There was information abou t homewor k assign -
ments, prope r leisur e tim e activities , regulation o f living habits , suit -
able clothing , th e dat e o f th e schoo l meetin g i n th e middl e o f th e 
vacation, th e schedul e o f swimmin g lessons , warning s abou t bicycl e 
and fireworks safety, an d fo r perhap s th e first  time thi s year, warnings 
about smal l childre n an d th e danger s o f kidnapping . (Ther e ha d 
recently been three disappearances o f five-year-old girls near here, one 
later found dead . People were upset and somewhat a t a loss as to ho w 
to react. Japanese children had not bee n taught befor e thi s to be wary 
of strangers.) 

I tende d t o regar d th e informatio n an d suggestion s abou t food , 
bedtimes, clothing , an d s o o n a s irritatin g an d intrusive , probabl y 
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partly becaus e i t wa s har d fo r m e t o rea d i t i n Japanese . Bu t I  wa s 
told b y a  Japanes e frien d whe n I  complaine d abou t i t tha t thi s i s a 
sign of the genuine , all-embracing concern tha t the schoo l feels abou t 
its students. 

The attitude that seemed to be expressed in these communiques was 
that summer vacation is a period o f fun, o f excitement, and of danger. 
The dange r arise s fro m th e possibilit y tha t th e summe r vacatio n wil l 
involve a  change o f routine an d tha t th e goal s an d habit s establishe d 
through har d wor k an d vigilanc e i n th e previou s month s wil l b e 
eroded. A  chang e i n routin e i s als o fel t t o b e dangerou s fo r one' s 
health, as are going to strange places and being among crowds of peo-
ple, things likely to happen during the summer vacation. 

A numbe r o f condition s hel p t o minimiz e th e dangers , however . 
First, this long vacation is not so long—six weeks, as opposed to twelve 
weeks o r mor e i n America n schools . Second , ver y fe w familie s tak e 
vacation trip s togethe r durin g thi s time , sinc e peopl e wh o ar e em -
ployed full time seldom take more than two or three days in a row of f 
from work , even though they  ar e entitled t o more . Familie s are mos t 
likely t o tak e a  fe w day s t o retur n t o relatives ' house s fo r th e mid -
summer holiday Obon,  when the spirits of the ancestors return to thei r 
homes for three days. 

Third, i f one followed th e schoo l recommendations fo r dail y living 
during vacation , childre n woul d ge t u p an d g o t o be d a t thei r usua l 
times, ea t regula r meals , hav e a  schedule d tim e fo r homewor k an d 
other activities , follow a  timetable fo r accomplishin g thei r homewor k 
assignments, and generally not succumb to chaos. It was never clear to 
me ho w man y o f thes e guideline s familie s actuall y followed . Th e 
school's suggestio n tha t childre n no t ge t togethe r t o pla y from 8:0 0 
A.M. to 10:0 0 A.M . did see m t o b e adhere d to ; thei r suggestio n tha t 
children not play outdoors between 1:0 0 P.M . and 3:00 P.M . was ofte n 
not followed; and the admonition to wear a hat when playing outdoors 
was universally ignored. 
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The most important device to keep children on the straight and nar-
row i s th e homework . I  culle d ou t o f al l th e writte n material s th e 
homework assignments , an d the y seeme d formidable . Ha d I  bee n 
faced in America with the prospect of getting kids to do al l this during 
a "vacation," I  would have contemplated changing schools. The work-
load seemed an imposition on al l of us. Summer vacation was going to 
be a major challeng e to me in my effort t o be a kyoiku mama. 

Ellen, a s a  first grader , ha d th e followin g assignments : First , ther e 
was a booklet o f assignments in reading and math , with spelling exer-
cises and additio n an d subtractio n problem s t o do , practice i n tellin g 
time, an d handwriting . Childre n wer e expecte d t o rea d a t leas t thre e 
books an d d o pictur e report s o n them , illustratin g somethin g abou t 
the boo k an d thei r ow n reaction s t o it . Fo r musi c ther e wa s a  boo k 
of fifteen  song s t o practic e o n th e pianika  (a n instrumen t tha t i s 
blown into like a recorder bu t played with a  piano-like keyboard) . For 
physical educatio n ther e wer e swimmin g lesson s schedule d a t th e 
school o n fifteen  differen t days ; student s wer e require d t o atten d a t 
least five sessions. 

For art s an d craft s eac h chil d wa s t o d o a  projec t o f constructin g 
some toy or useful object , an d the result was to be taken to school fo r 
display. One o f the newsletters tha t came home from schoo l gave sug-
gestions fo r thi s project . The y al l involved usin g a  hammer an d nail s 
to mak e suc h thing s a s a boat , a  stand fo r flower  vases , and a  simple 
pinball game. 

Each child was to make a collection, label it, and set it up for display. 
Different flowers,  stones , seashells , o r insect s wer e suggested , bu t 
other choice s were encouraged . Childre n wer e t o dra w three picture s 
of their vacation activities and take them to school to be displayed. 

Each first-grade  studen t als o had a  science project , keepin g record s 
on the growth o f a morning-glory plant . In fact , i t seemed to me tha t 
nearly every first-grade child in Japan was nourishing an d observing a 
morning-glory plant, that year and probably every year. Friends would 
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say, "Ah yes, Ellen i s in first grade. Does sh e have a  morning glory? " 
There wa s a  shee t givin g th e prope r forma t fo r recordin g measure -
ments of the plant's growth, weather records, and when buds, flowers, 
and seeds appeared and how many there were. 

Each chil d wa s als o t o d o som e othe r "independen t research. " 
Every bookstore ha d helpfu l material s abou t this . We bought a  boo k 
of first-grade project suggestion s tha t outiine d twenty-eigh t differen t 
projects wit h clea r instruction s an d material s lists , al l written s o tha t 
first graders could read it. Most projects, it seemed to me, were within 
the capabilities of a motivated first grader with a helpful mothe r willing 
to tolerate some mess; they did not require much money. 

The las t major categor y of activities was helping around th e house . 
Japanese childre n d o fe w o r n o chore s a t home ; the y ar e busy , an d 
mothers ofte n fee l it' s easie r t o d o th e wor k themselves . Bu t durin g 
this long vacation, when they  have so much free time , the school feel s 
they should hel p thei r mothers . For first  graders the suggeste d activi -
ties included laundry , especially washing the school clothes and shoes , 
folding laundr y befor e i t i s pu t away , an d ironin g simpl e thing s lik e 
handkerchiefs. Cleanin g th e bathtu b wa s als o suggested , a s wer e 
sweeping th e sidewalk , goin g t o th e stor e o n errands , an d polishin g 
the floor. 

The schoo l provide d a  char t t o recor d one' s dail y activitie s i n th e 
categories of studying and helping at home; more elaborate and color -
ful one s are often give n awa y by the bookstore s where on e purchase s 
the materials needed for the vacation school assignments. 

In case your first grader has lots of extra time (unlikely , given thes e 
assignments), a number of other worthwhile activitie s are suggested in 
the school bulletins. For first graders these include making a  himgana, 
(alphabet) game , makin g a  se t o f musica l instrument s fo r th e whol e 
family, making mobiles to hang a t home, making jewelry from house -
hold items, making a map of the neighborhood, and keeping a weather 
record, alon g wit h a  repor t o f th e emotion s an d feeling s tha t ar e 
stimulated b y various aspect s o f th e weather . The n ther e ar e variou s 
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contests childre n ca n enter , whic h involv e designin g a  postcard , writ -
ing a  lette r o r a  postcard , calligraphy , o r writin g a  compositio n an d 
drawing a  picture inspire d b y the seaside . 

For Sam , i n fifth  grade , th e patter n o f summe r vacatio n homewor k 
was muc h th e same . Ther e wer e drill s t o b e don e i n mat h an d Japan -
ese, a  constructio n project , tw o scienc e projects , boo k reports , dail y 
help aroun d th e house , swimmin g lessons , an d contest s t o enter . 
Again, both th e schoo l an d commercia l publication s provide d hel p an d 
suggestions. Bu t ther e wer e man y fewe r communication s fro m th e 
classroom teache r abou t summe r vacation , probabl y fo r tw o reasons : 
they ar e les s necessar y fo r student s an d familie s wh o hav e ha d severa l 
years o f experienc e wit h summe r vacation , a s first  grader s hav e not , 
and als o Sa m ma y hav e bee n les s conscientiou s abou t bringin g every -
thing home . 

Sam an d Elle n an d I  mad e som e effor t t o d o almos t al l o f thes e 
assignments. I n addition , th e childre n ha d som e Japanes e lessons , an d 
they bot h learne d t o rea d th e Japanes e syllabary— a tota l o f 10 3 sym -
bols sufficien t fo r readin g anythin g i n Japanes e tha t i s writte n i n th e 
syllabary. Fo r Elle n thi s mean t sh e coul d rea d al l he r schoo l materials , 
though sh e ofte n didn' t understan d wha t sh e wa s reading . B y fifth 
grade th e syllabar y i s augmente d wit h kanji,  Chines e ideographs , s o 
Sam coul d no t rea d hi s materials . 

How di d w e do ? Firs t o f all , i t seeme d lik e a  burden an d a n imposi -
tion t o al l o f us . Second , I  didn' t realiz e earl y enoug h tha t ther e wer e 
special prescribe d format s fo r a  numbe r o f thes e assignments , suc h a s 
science project s an d drawing s an d boo k reports , and I  als o took wha t I 
am sur e th e teacher s regarde d a s a  typically careles s American attitud e 
toward som e o f the standardization . I  tend t o thin k tha t i f the observa -
tions o f the mornin g glor y ar e done , an d ar e correct , i t doesn' t matte r 
much wha t kin d o f pape r they'r e recorde d on . Thi s contrast s wit h a 
more Japanes e notio n tha t i f you'r e doin g i t yo u migh t a s wel l d o i t 
right—in a  forma t tha t ensure s nothin g i s forgotte n (an d wh y no t a 
format tha t someon e els e ha s figure d out>) , neatly , o n nic e paper , 
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showing the value you place on thi s effort an d showing consideratio n 
for th e audience . Eve n children' s summe r homewor k i s rea l work , 
deserving of the best materials and the best presentation. 

This wa s m y firs t experienc e wit h summe r vacatio n homewor k i n 
Japan. Some projects I  though t wer e optiona l were really "required, " 
and som e aspect s o f th e format s fo r drawing s an d report s wer e les s 
open t o variatio n tha n I  too k the m t o be . I  coul d hav e known mor e 
about thes e i f I had aske d mor e question s o f friends. A t tha t stag e in 
our visit, however, I was feeling that I  had been an incredible nuisance 
to everyon e I  encountered i n Japan, and I  didn' t enjo y th e feelin g o f 
incompetence an d childishnes s tha t havin g t o as k so man y question s 
gave me. So I didn't ask as much as I should have. Our homework suf-
fered from it . 

Soon afte r th e fal l ter m o f school started , when th e man y project s 
done ove r the summe r were on displa y in the classrooms , there was a 
Parents' Visiting Da y attended b y about two-third s o f the first-grad e 
mothers i n Ellen' s class . A large par t o f the bante r betwee n mother s 
focused o n ho w wel l eac h mothe r ha d accomplishe d thes e projects . 
There was some competition ove r who had "helped " he r child do th e 
best job, some resentmen t ove r having had t o d o thes e projects , an d 
some discomfort ove r whether mothers should participate so heavily in 
children's schoolwork . 

Somehow o r other , though , w e di d manag e t o find  vacatio n tim e 
very differen t fro m regula r schoo l days . Thoug h n o on e I  kne w 
broke th e school' s recommendatio n tha t childre n no t contac t eac h 
other fo r pla y between 8:0 0 A.M . and 10:0 0 A.M., children di d play a 
lot during the rest of the day and in the evening. A lot of this play was 
more unsupervise d tha n man y America n childre n enjo y thes e days . 
Because o f th e physica l safet y o f childre n i n Japa n an d becaus e the y 
are generally welcome i n public places , children ar e free t o com e an d 
go as they please, without adult s feeling they need to know just where 
the childre n ar e a t ever y minute . S o a  friend' s fifth-grade  boy , wh o 
lives nea r a  publi c swimmin g pool , woul d leav e hom e abou t te n i n 
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the mornin g t o d o whateve r h e wanted unti l five o'clock. H e migh t 
spend time at the pool, go to a  friend's house , ride his bicycle, and g o 
back to the pool, but until five o'clock no one checked up on his activ-
ities o r whereabouts . Eve n younge r elementar y schoo l childre n ha d 
this freedom . 

Sam's favorit e pla y activit y wa s fireworks , sol d i n man y store s i n 
Japan an d intende d fo r childre n t o use—eve n th e schoo l onl y rec -
ommends that they be careful i n doing so. These fireworks include no t 
only sparklers , bu t als o bottl e rockets , fountains , an d othe r delight s 
forbidden t o nearl y al l American children . Almos t ever y nigh t o f th e 
summer on e ca n hea r an d se e fireworks going of f i n Japanes e neigh -
borhoods. I  le t Sa m us e them , i n spit e o f misgiving s abou t safet y 
and cost . I  remembere d ho w muc h fu n i t wa s t o se t the m of f wit h 
my cousin s whe n I  wa s young , an d I' m no t sur e I  coul d hav e kep t 
Sam away from suc h a desirable activity . Fireworks are also part o f the 
summer festival s o f man y town s an d temples . W e wen t t o th e cit y 
of Urawa' s display—th e bes t fireworks I  hav e eve r seen , bette r tha n 
the on e i n Washington , D.C. , o n th e Fourt h o f Jul y durin g th e 
Bicentennial. 

We also went with friends who have children near Sam's and Ellen' s 
ages t o thei r grandmother' s hous e i n a  rura l are a o f Nagan o prefec -
ture. My friend's conversatio n revealed some of the advantages she saw 
in a week-long stay there for her children. I t was nice to eat vegetables 
straight from th e garden, to go to the dairy farm t o buy milk, to work 
in th e garden , t o se e th e star s unobscure d b y cit y light s a t night , t o 
hear th e sound s o f frog s an d insects , to observ e farmin g activitie s i n 
the fields,  to wal k alon g countr y road s with n o traffic , an d t o spen d 
time wit h th e famil y instea d o f wit h friend s i n th e neighborhood . 
Hiking in the mountains was an easy thing to do and didn' t involv e a 
long train ride to ge t t o a  hiking place. All of us, adult s an d children , 
did enjoy thes e things ; the pace o f life was refreshingly differen t fro m 
the school term in the city. 

The fifth-  and sixth-grad e boy s in this family ha d th e sam e sort s o f 
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homework assignment s our s di d (an d the y di d the m all) , bu t thei r 
family found the time to go to Nagano for a week, though the father, a 
junior high school teacher, was away supervising a trip for his students 
part o f th e time . Eac h o f th e boy s als o ha d a n additiona l tri p awa y 
from home . Th e sixt h grader' s clas s wen t t o th e beac h a s a  schoo l 
group for fou r days , and the fifth grader went to a  private camp, with 
horseback riding and other camping activities. 

In spit e o f al l the homework , then , thi s summertim e vacatio n wa s 
indeed a  vacation i n the American sense , a time when dail y schedules 
became mor e relaxed , whe n th e demand s o f schoo l wer e greatl y 
diminished, when children had more freedom, an d when thei r parents 
encouraged a  delight i n th e momen t itself , no t emphasizin g th e seri -
ous business of preparing for adulthood . 

I couldn' t help contrasting this summer vacation with my memories 
of summe r a s a n America n child , however . M y (probabl y distorted ) 
memories are of a long, long, period o f time with very little structure , 
of boredo m bu t als o o f unlimite d time  t o d o jus t wha t I  wanted . I 
could read for hour s on end , play hide-and-seek unti l afte r dar k nigh t 
after night , b e a t the swimmin g pool al l day with friends , o r play the 
piano withou t practicin g fo r th e nex t lesson . I  coul d decid e o n th e 
spur of the moment, without planning, what to do. It was the sponta -
neous, self-generated, unsupervised aspec t of these activities that made 
summer vacation so wonderful . 

Japanese adults , too , remembe r period s o f time  lik e thi s i n thei r 
childhood. Eve n Japanes e educator s remembe r the m an d fee l tha t 
Japanese childre n hav e los t a  valuable par t o f life i n havin g s o man y 
aspects o f i t controlle d b y home an d school . The y recal l a  vision o f 
village lif e i n whic h unsupervise d group s o f childre n o f varying age s 
spent thei r leisur e time  "playing, " doin g activitie s the y invented , a t 
their pace , with thei r ow n rules . No t onl y were thes e times  fun , bu t 
looking back , adult s fee l tha t importan t lesson s abou t inventivenes s 
and independence, getting alon g together an d tolerance fo r individu -
als, were learned. 
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In 1967-6 8 Thoma s Johnson (1975 ) studie d the peer group activi -
ties of the boys in fourth throug h nint h grade s in a  village about sixt y 
miles west o f Tokyo, including thei r summe r activities . These boy s all 
automatically belonge d t o the village boys ' club, which had an officia l 
existence with governmen t funding , a  clubhouse, and an official adul t 
advisor. (H e cam e t o on e clu b meetin g i n th e eightee n month s 
Johnson was an observer o f the group. ) Thi s context seeme d to make 
the parent s fee l th e boy s were safe . The boy s were very concerned t o 
behave wel l enoug h tha t the y di d no t attrac t an y adul t attentio n t o 
themselves o r thei r activities , an d the y succeede d ver y well . Parent s 
reported tha t sometimes their boys would be away from hom e for tw o 
or thre e day s a t a  time, a t th e clubhouse , eatin g an d sleepin g there , 
sometimes stopping at home or at a friend's hous e for food . 

The boy s planne d an d carrie d ou t a n elaborat e three-da y camp -
ing tri p bu t spen t mos t o f thei r tim e i n mor e mundan e activitie s 
like basebal l an d raiding watermelon patches . Ten t o twent y hours o f 
preparation woul d g o int o a  foray t o ge t tw o watermelon s t o share , 
watermelons tha t woul d hav e bee n give n ha d the y asked , o r whic h 
they coul d hav e bough t wit h clu b funds . The y kep t trac k o f whos e 
gardens ha d bee n stole n from , i n orde r t o b e "fair " t o th e owners . 
Homework was a minor activity , apparendy confined t o franti c effort s 
the last two or three days before schoo l started . 

This degre e o f freedo m i s difficul t t o achiev e i n th e urba n set -
tings wher e mos t Japanes e childre n no w live , an d th e schoo l home -
work seem s deliberatel y designe d t o mak e suc h a  loos e structur e 
impossible. Feeling they cannot have their urban children just wander-
ing aroun d th e neighborhoo d fo r day s on en d a s village childre n do , 
parents are amenable to the lure of more structured activities , whether 
they ar e academic enrichment , homework , lessons , or supervise d ath -
letic activities. 

Ordinary Japanes e adult s an d parents , a s well a s teachers an d edu -
cators, are caugh t betwee n tw o conflictin g view s o f summer vacatio n 
and lif e fo r children . O n th e on e hand , educatio n i s seen a s crucially 
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important fo r th e succes s o f individual s an d th e nation . Ther e i s s o 
much t o learn and so little time, that vacation is an unwelcome intru -
sion into a  serious business . Teachers fee l thi s way about al l children ; 
individual parents feel tha t becaus e everyone else is working ful l time, 
vacation or not, their children must work equally hard not to miss out 
and fall behind the competition . 

On th e othe r hand , childhoo d i s fleeting,  an d no t everythin g ca n 
be learned in school; surely this constant supervision and adult agenda 
setting wil l mak e childre n mor e dependent , les s abl e t o ac t o n thei r 
own initiative , less healthy, less able to develo p an d rely on thei r ow n 
inner resources . Neithe r o f thes e conflictin g view s ha s bee n totall y 
victorious i n th e battlefiel d o f summe r vacation , bu t it' s m y impres -
sion tha t th e "forma l educatio n i s important" positio n i s gaining th e 
upper hand . 

Sam and Ellen had just completed a  school year before w e came t o 
Japan an d definitel y fel t the y had a  school vacation comin g t o them . 
They fel t th e homewor k wa s to o much—no t to o difficult , jus t to o 
much. They liked the increasing feeling of competence that learning to 
read th e syllabar y gav e them , an d the y like d th e swimmin g lessons . 
They read (i n English) with more pleasure than usual , and more tha n 
usual, in part becaus e they had fewer friend s tha n a t home an d televi-
sion was not s o attractive . They liked the fireworks, riding thei r bicy -
cles, and the trip to Nagano. They liked not having a bedtime o r a set 
time to get up. They liked the less regimented, less scheduled life . 

I like d al l thes e things , too , an d woul d hav e enjoye d the m eve n 
more if I hadn't fel t compelled to urge Sam and Ellen to make a some-
what credibl e showin g i n th e homewor k assignments . The y dislike d 
my pushing them to do it and reminding them, and I  resented havin g 
to do it. Still, taken all in all, those six weeks were a vacation; they gave 
us the chanc e to accomplis h th e secon d stag e o f settling into lif e i n a 
new city and a  new country , a s well a s to hav e some experience s tha t 
were pleasant in themselves. 
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S P O R T S DA Y 

No soone r ha d summe r vacatio n ende d tha n th e schedul e fo r 
September wa s sen t home , wit h th e announcemen t tha t Sport s Da y 
would tak e plac e o n Octobe r 1 . Sport s Da y i s a  majo r even t i n th e 
school year an d i s the mode l fo r simila r event s held fo r younge r chil -
dren in preschools and for adult s in various organizations, often thos e 
connected wit h employment . Thes e event s hav e bee n goin g o n fo r 
many years , s o parent s an d grandparent s al l hav e memorie s o f thei r 
own participatio n i n sport s days , an d man y part s o f th e even t hav e 
become traditional and unquestioned in format . 

Sports Day at Okubo Higashi was set for a  Sunday with the expecta-
tion that many parents would attend. During the month of September, 
some time  ever y da y a t schoo l was spen t i n preparin g fo r thi s event , 
and fou r ful l day s wer e schedule d fo r th e whol e schoo l t o practic e 
together. Throughout September notices came home with more infor -
mation abou t th e equipmen t neede d b y childre n i n differen t grades , 
the events they would participate in, lunch and transportation arrange -
ments, the rain date, and the schedule for the day. 

Fortunately, Sunday, October 1 , was a beautiful day , sunny and just 
warm enoug h tha t jackets were no t needed . Th e walking grou p fro m 
our buildings left a t 7:20, because the children were supposed to be at 
school a t 8:00 t o ge t ready for ceremonia l event s that starte d a t 8:30 . 
The openin g ceremonie s bega n a s al l th e student s parade d ont o th e 
field in front o f the schoo l to musi c provided b y the schoo l marchin g 
band. Students and audience listened to the principal and several other 
people giv e short speeches . Everyone was encouraged t o tr y hard an d 
to b e careful . Everyon e san g a  Sports Da y song, an d th e hug e lovin g 
cup that is awarded to the winning team was displayed. This ceremony 
was all orchestrated by a sixth grader who announced each speaker and 
called th e schoo l t o stan d t o attention , bow , stand a t ease , and begi n 
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the first real event o f the day , calisthenics b y the whole studen t body . 
Following this , th e student s lef t th e playin g field  fo r thei r assigne d 
seating positions by grade and team color around the field. 

For Sport s Da y th e student s o f th e schoo l wer e divide d int o fou r 
teams: red, blue , green, and yellow. Students wore headbands o f their 
team colo r o n thei r caps . They were al l wearing thei r physica l educa -
tion uniforms , which hav e a  stripe o f their clas s color an d thei r nam e 
written i n larg e character s o n th e shirt . Excep t fo r th e first  graders , 
each classroom had members on each team. 

The schedule of events was as follows: 

1. Calisthenics, whole school 
2. Sixty-meter race, third grade 
3. Race, first grade 
4. Jump-rope dance , second grade 
5. Obstacle race, sixth grade 
6. Ninety-meter race, fourth grad e 
7. Pom-pom dance , third grade 
8. One-hundred-meter race , fifth grade 
9. Fifty-meter race , second grade 

10. Animal Land dance, first grade 
11. Pulling poles, fourth grad e 
12. Relay race, sixth grade 
13. Horse battle , fifth grade 
14. Short race, five-year-olds 
15. Teachers' relay-obstacle race 
16. Folk dance, whole school 
Lunch 
17. Cheers and songs for each team 
18. Tug of war, PTA 
19. Tug of war, third grade 
20. Capture the pole, sixth grade 
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21. Bal l in basket, first grad e 
22. Fireworks dance, fourth grad e 
23. Big ball relay race, second grade 
24. Gymnastics routine, fifth and sixth grades 
25. Four-color relay race (batons), third through sixth grades 
26. Calisthenics , whole school 
Awarding of prize, closing exercises 

I looked at this list of events and thought tha t we'd be there for a  long 
day, but everything ran on schedule, and it was all over at 2:50. 

Each child participated in seven of the events (those in the last relay 
race in eight) , and ban d member s als o played thre e time s durin g th e 
day. So although ther e was a lot o f waiting tim e fo r eac h child , ther e 
was a  lot o f doing time , too, an d a  lot o f moving aroun d t o ge t int o 
the right place at the right time for different events . 

Everyone participate d i n severa l differen t type s o f events . On e wa s 
whole-school activities : opening an d closin g calisthenic s an d th e fol k 
dance jus t befor e lunch . Ther e wer e als o team event s fo r eac h grade , 
such a s th e third-grad e tu g o f wa r o r th e hors e battl e b y th e fifth 
graders. In this event the forty-five member s of each color team divide 
themselves int o group s o f five, four o f whom pu t thei r arm s aroun d 
each others ' shoulder s t o suppor t a  fifth  perso n wh o sit s o n thei r 
shoulders wearin g a  paper samura i hat . Th e poin t o f th e gam e i s t o 
protect your ow n paper ha t while trying t o captur e o r dislodge  thos e 
of other teams . The tea m wit h th e mos t o f thei r ow n hat s lef t a t th e 
end wins. Several games such as this one looked potentially dangerou s 
to me and not like activities that schools would encourage. I didn't see 
anyone get visibly hurt, though . 

A thir d typ e o f even t fo r everyon e wa s a  noncompetitiv e grou p 
dance. The first graders did a dance imitating various animals to music, 
the second graders did a jump-rope routine to music, and the fifth and 
sixth graders together di d a  long and impressive gymnastics routine o f 
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group balancin g an d pyrami d formations . Som e peopl e sa y that girl s 
like these event s bu t boy s don't ; I  sa w no obviou s lack of enthusiasm 
in the boys ' performances . 

Finally, everyon e participate d i n a t leas t on e race , organize d b y 
grade leve l an d score d b y team color . I n thi s schoo l ther e ar e abou t 
1,000 students , abou t 16 0 i n eac h grade . Okub o Higash i Schoo l 
knows how you can get 16 0 children to run a  race efficiently. First , all 
of them ar e lined u p b y height, girl s in one line an d boy s in another . 
Then eac h lin e i s divided int o group s o f six , which ru n th e specifie d 
distance against each other. They line up at the starting line, are set off 
by a racing pistol shot , an d run t o th e finish line. At the finish line, a 
group of monitors wearing vests numbered from on e to six are waiting 
to escor t the runners to areas for the first-place runners, second-place 
runners, an d s o fort h an d t o recor d th e team s o f the first-,  second- , 
and third-place runner s o f each group o f six. Since the next cohor t o f 
runners will start very soon, more than one se t of monitors ar e work-
ing. After everyone has run, the first-, second-, and third-place runner s 
of each cohor t ge t a  ribbon t o wear on thei r wrist, and the score s fo r 
the four color teams are announced. There is no runoff or other recog-
nition of individual performances. All this moves very quickly—it took 
less tha n te n minutes , fro m enterin g th e field  t o leavin g it , t o ru n 
twenty-four cohort s o f thir d grader s throug h a  sixty-mete r rac e an d 
announce the results. 

Children seem to run very hard in these races, the girls as enthusias-
tically and skillfull y a s th e boys . ("Di d yo u se e thos e bi g girl s run -
ning?" aske d Elle n tha t night . "Thei r boob s bounced . I' m no t goin g 
to ru n lik e tha t whe n I' m big." ) Al l th e rac e event s wer e don e t o 
music—very livel y Wester n classica l music : Rimsky-Korsakov , o r th e 
Lone Ranger overture, or a very fast rendition of Beethoven's "Ode t o 
Joy." It must improve performance, a s well as add to the general air of 
excitement an d liveliness . As each cohor t runs , a  loudspeaker encour -
ages th e last-plac e runner , callin g hi m b y tea m color—"Re d team , 
keep trying!" 
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The las t race of the day was the only one involving selected partici -
pants. This was run as a relay race among the four colo r teams, and the 
contestants were the fastes t runner s o f the third throug h sixt h grades ; 
only about 20 of the 16 0 or more students in each grade were chosen . 
The leve l o f excitemen t an d competitio n wa s ver y hig h durin g thi s 
race. I t seeme d like the high point o f the day , but no recognition was 
given to any individual runners, and it's hard to discern individual per-
formances i n suc h a  long rela y race.  Sa m was abl e t o tal k tha t nigh t 
about several boys he knew and how they did in this race, though. 

Some o f the event s o f the da y were no t fo r students . Ther e wa s a 
relay rac e fo r th e teachers , an d al l o f the m participated . On e o f th e 
obstacles the y eac h ha d t o overcom e i n th e rac e wa s determine d b y 
throwing a big die, introducing an element of chance that was not pre-
sent in an y other event . There was a  tug o f war fo r parents , with on e 
team fro m eac h o f the fou r name d neighborhood s tha t send  childre n 
to thi s school , an d ther e wa s a  race fo r five-year-old s wh o woul d b e 
coming to the school the next year. They hadn't bee n coached for thi s 
event and seemed very unsure o f how to d o i t o r what the point was, 
but they were guided throug h th e procedure b y the principal an d th e 
first-grade teachers. 

At the end of the day there were more short speeches. The highligh t 
was the announcemen t o f the officia l score s fo r th e fou r teams , with 
the first-  an d second-plac e team s givin g themselve s bi g cheers , th e 
winning team acceptin g the troph y fo r th e year . In th e closin g speech 
appreciation wa s expressed fo r everyone' s efforts , eac h grade' s danc e 
was acknowledged, and the day was declared a  success. 

The major impressio n created b y Sports Day was the sense of lively, 
enthusiastic, competitive participation, culminating in the color teams' 
relay race near the end. Children are assigned to the different team s by 
their teachers , wh o attemp t t o mak e al l th e team s equa l i n ability . 
Children ar e no t o n th e sam e colo r tea m ever y year , s o thes e Sport s 
Day teams are ones pulled together only for this one day, not ongoin g 
groups. Each team has designated cheerleaders , both boy s and girls , a 
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set of cheers, and a  team song . The cheerleaders were pretty active all 
day long during the competitive events. Score keeping for these events 
was treated quite seriously. Under a  tent awning a team of adults were 
the officia l scor e keepers ; they  kep t a  running tota l o f th e score s fo r 
each team, relayed to a  group of students on the second-floor balcon y 
who poste d larg e sign s ther e throughou t th e da y s o tha t everyon e 
knew how the scores stood as the meet progressed. Winning the prize 
for th e tea m was clearly an incentive. The silver-colore d lovin g cup is 
about three feet high , adorned with ribbons from previou s years' win-
ning teams. I t i s displayed throughout Sport s Day , and for th e res t o f 
the year it is placed in a cabinet near the formal entrance to the school. 

But ther e ar e als o some curiou s feature s abou t th e competitivenes s 
involved in Sports Day. For one thing, as explained in the description of 
the races, there is never an individual winner identified. Second , there is 
no weighting of points for different events , so that the most skilled per-
formances ar e no t rewarde d more . I t fel t t o m e tha t a  grea t leve l o f 
competitiveness wa s stirre d u p b y th e cheering , th e music , an d th e 
vigorous participation , an d the n jus t fizzled  out . N o winners , and n o 
resolution o f the contests . Some individua l student s an d som e group s 
of students di d d o muc h bette r tha n other s i n al l of these events , bu t 
there was no tim e a t which thei r accomplishment s were openly recog-
nized. For races, for instance , there were no runoffs t o determine who 
actually ran fastest i n the fifth-grade race. These would have been easy 
enough t o organize , bu t th e possibility was just ignored . Durin g late r 
discussions at home, it became clear that somehow or other Ellen knew 
she was the fastest runner in her class, and Sam thought he was number 
three or four i n the fifth grade. I  asked many adults later why children 
worked s o har d i n thes e event s whe n ther e wer e n o prize s an d n o 
recognition fo r individuals . Thi s questio n wa s greete d wit h look s o f 
amusement and the counterquestion, "Wh y not?" 

During calisthenics and other activities the general impression is that 
everyone i s participating activel y an d correctly , bu t o n close r inspec -
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tion i t can be seen that it' s a  little ragged (compare d t o the dances we 
saw five- and six-year-olds in China doing, for instance , not compare d 
to grade school performances i n the Unite d States) . No on e gives the 
appearance o f activel y resistin g an y particula r activity , an d mos t stu -
dents do most activities enthusiastically most of the time, but if there's 
some calistheni c exercis e you don' t muc h lik e doing , an d you sor t o f 
go through the motions, no one will stop the group activitie s to make 
you do it right. If your shoe comes untied, you stop to fix it. If you trip 
in th e jump-rop e exercise , yo u jus t ge t untangle d an d g o on . Th e 
whole se t of activities moves along a t a  very brisk pace, and 10 0 per -
cent complianc e o r participatio n o r enthusias m doesn' t see m t o b e 
enforced. On e resul t i s that there' s a  lot o f activity packed int o shor t 
periods o f tim e an d relativel y littl e tim e spen t waitin g b y th e mor e 
compliant or more organized pupils for the slower ones to be ready. 

Even durin g th e sixth-grad e obstacl e race , some kind s o f noncom -
pliance were tolerated . The las t obstacle was to jump ont o an d ove r a 
fairly hig h se t o f woode n boxes . Som e childre n didn' t mak e it , bu t 
they and their teams were not penalized fo r failing t o do it—everyon e 
made som e attempt . O n th e othe r hand , on e bo y forgo t th e somer -
sault at the middle obstacle and went back to do that. In general those 
who made mistakes—missed a  step in a dance, for instance—appeare d 
to pick up an d g o o n with equanimit y an d were certainl y no t single d 
out. Th e onl y exceptio n ma y hav e bee n th e encouragin g remark s 
offered ove r th e loudspeake r t o th e last-plac e runne r i n th e races— I 
think I  would have been embarrassed by them, but they may be felt as 
encouraging an d helpfu l rathe r tha n derogatory . Overall , neithe r 
unusually good nor bad performances were overriy commented on . 

I was very struck by how well organized everything was and how lit-
tle teachers and adult s seemed to b e involved in running things . Early 
in the morning, students from th e fifth and sixth grades were in charge 
of gettin g th e physica l apparatu s se t up—th e scor e board , th e goa l 
posts, th e entranc e an d exi t gate s fro m th e field,  th e awning s an d 
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tables fo r th e judges , th e equipmen t fo r th e differen t events . The y 
stayed behin d t o pu t everythin g awa y a t th e end . Th e leader s o f th e 
opening and closing exercises were students , the people who fired the 
pistols for the races were students, the monitors who assigned places in 
the races were students . Except for th e first and second grades , teach-
ers did no t tak e responsibilit y fo r gettin g group s o f children int o th e 
right place s a t th e righ t time s fo r differen t events , an d becaus e eac h 
child participate d i n seve n o r mor e differen t event s takin g plac e a t 
different time s an d i n differen t grou p organizations , ther e wa s a  lo t 
of moving aroun d "offstage. " Thi s al l went very smoothly an d unob -
trusively. When childre n were waiting fo r thei r various turns , they sa t 
in o r near assigne d seatin g areas , but the y played togethe r an d some -
times wen t quietl y t o th e side s o f th e playgroun d t o pla y i n smal l 
groups. No on e seeme d t o thin k thi s was amiss , and I  didn' t se e any 
problems develop. 

Teachers an d school s hav e severa l objective s the y wan t t o accom -
plish throug h Sport s Da y beside s havin g fun , a  major an d legitimat e 
purpose, too. They want children to experience and practice cooperat -
ing i n group s organize d fo r specifi c endeavors . Fo r thi s reaso n th e 
teams involved i n Sport s Da y do no t correspon d t o othe r group s th e 
students ar e use d t o workin g in , suc h a s classroom groups . Th e stu -
dents are prepared t o run th e day through lon g hours of practice, bu t 
then the y are really left alon e to d o i t in public. The teacher s di d no t 
do a  lo t o f coachin g an d promptin g fro m th e sideline s t o b e sur e 
things ra n smoothly . A  whol e mont h o f preparatio n i n schoo l wa s 
spent to insure a  day that was fun, was run b y children, brought fort h 
enthusiasm an d effort fro m everyone , and recognized onl y group per -
formances, no t individuals , honorin g onl y group s tha t woul d neve r 
operate again . 

Sam an d Elle n though t th e da y wa s fu n an d interesting , tha t th e 
preparation wa s hard work, and tha t som e events were challenging o r 
even painful, suc h as being on the bottom o f a pyramid in gymnastics, 
as Sam was. 
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T H E TRI P T O AKAG I 

September's bi g even t wa s Sport s Day , an d October' s wa s clearl y 
going t o b e th e fifth-grade  tri p t o th e Akag i Yout h Natur e Center . 
Akagi is a town in the mountains of Gunma prefecture abou t three and 
a half hours from Uraw a by bus, where the Urawa board o f education 
has established a  nature stud y center . Sam' s class , with th e othe r fou r 
fifth-grade classe s fro m Okub o Higashi , wa s goin g t o spen d tw o 
nights and three days there. 

This tri p gav e us a  chance t o observ e ho w 19 6 student s wit h thei r 
chaperons prepar e fo r a n even t lik e this—an d t o puzzl e abou t th e 
point o f it all . My initial reaction was that ther e was a lot o f work an d 
preparation put into an event that turned out to have very little educa-
tional impact . I  was probably wrong , a s usual: a  lot o f effor t wa s pu t 
into an event that had a different sor t of educational import than I  was 
expecting. 

The first preparations for the children began in the home economic s 
and practica l art s clas s hel d twic e a  week. Th e projec t wa s t o se w a 
knapsack to use while hiking a t Akagi. Everyone purchased a  kit fro m 
the schoo l containing a  printed quilte d cloth , cord an d fasteners , bia s 
tape an d needl e an d thread—everythin g neede d fo r th e project . Th e 
knapsacks wer e sew n b y hand . The y hav e a  drawstring opening , fin-
ished seam s o n th e inside , an d bindin g o n th e ope n edges , with th e 
drawstring also serving as shoulder straps. Sam's was light green with a 
print o f cartoon dinosaurs . Years later it is still in use in our family fo r 
picnics and sleepovers, and it has stood up well; Sam did a good job of 
making it. 

Everyone wh o travel s i n Japa n carrie s som e kin d o f pac k o r con -
tainer for thing s one can' t leave home without. Fo r children thi s is an 
outlet for the expression of cuteness. Their backpacks or knapsacks are 
often i n th e for m o f animal s o r cartoo n character s o r decorate d wit h 
elaborate appliques . They can be bought bu t ar e also a favorite hom e 
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sewing project fo r mothers , an d sometime s a  project o f the mothers ' 
group in preschools or elementary schools. 

I have seen classes of two- to four-year-olds walking from a  day care 
center to the local park for an hour's play, every child equipped with a 
cute knapsack . Whe n childre n trave l wit h adult s o n train s o r buses , 
even one-year-olds often hav e a pack. I  don' t know what's in these all 
the time , bu t I  d o kno w what wen t t o Akagi , becaus e th e direction s 
about what to put in were included in the instructions for the trip. 

For parents the firs t officia l preparation s were a t a  meeting fo r par -
ents (mothers ) hel d a t school during the day . Since al l fifth graders in 
Urawa make this field trip each year, everyone knows that thi s will be 
on th e agend a sometim e durin g th e year , and probably everyon e bu t 
me ha d hear d abou t trip s mad e b y othe r children . Mother s wh o 
attended the meeting signed in on a class sheet. (I was interested to see 
that i t was a sheet for th e whole year and there were spaces to recor d 
attendance for a  number of events.) The principal and each of the fou r 
fifth-grade teachers spoke about the arrangements and purposes of the 
trip. I  shoul d hav e pai d mor e attentio n t o th e announce d purposes , 
because they turned ou t to be the real ones, too. They were reiterated 
in the written materials we were given. 

The state d purpose s o f thi s tri p were (1 ) t o experienc e wit h one' s 
own eye s an d ear s th e natura l beaut y o f Akagi an d t o se e th e plain s 
below the mountains, (2) to strengthen bod y and soul by being in the 
mountains, and (3) by working and playing together, indoors and out , 
to experienc e th e jo y an d importanc e o f grou p living . I n thei r talks , 
the teacher s als o stresse d tha t fo r man y childre n thi s woul d b e a n 
important experienc e i n independenc e fro m thei r families . Fo r man y 
children, including Sam , i t would b e thei r first  experience awa y fro m 
home with a big group for so long. 

Mothers were asked to help prepare their children for the experience 
by making sur e the y coul d mak e decision s b y themselves abou t wha t 
clothes t o wear , accordin g t o activitie s an d weather , tha t the y coul d 
determine b y themselve s whethe r o r no t the y wer e sick , tha t the y 
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could handl e thei r ow n bedding , an d (especiall y fo r girls ) tha t the y 
could do their own hair. A week before th e trip each child had to take 
a stool sample to schoo l for som e kind o f a health check ; I  neve r fig-
ured ou t what . W e were als o suppose d t o kee p dail y record s o f ou r 
child's temperatur e an d send  thos e t o schoo l a  couple o f days befor e 
the trip . Later we were told tha t the students were supposed t o take a 
thermometer with them an d take and record thei r temperatures seve n 
times durin g th e thre e days ! All the foo d fo r th e tri p would b e pro -
vided except a box lunch for the bus trip there, which children were to 
bring from home . The only written instructions abou t the lunch were 
that no cans or bottles were allowed. 

During the question period, almost every question aske d was about 
this bo x lunch . M y puzzlemen t abou t thi s preoccupatio n wit h th e 
lunch lasted for years, until I  read Lois Peak's Learning to  Go to School 
in Japan,  wher e sh e discusse s th e rol e o f th e lunc h fro m hom e a t 
school (1991:90-94) . Sh e propose s tha t th e home-packe d lunc h i s a 
symbol of arnae in an environment where amae  conflicts with values of 
group participation . Becaus e i t i s the focu s o f two conflictin g set s o f 
values, it is the topi c o f intense concer n an d much discussion . I  thin k 
her analysis also sheds light on othe r topics that were more salien t fo r 
Urawa mothers an d teachers than I  anticipated , fo r example , the con -
cern wit h decision s abou t clothe s an d sickness , especiall y knowin g 
whether or not you are sick. 

In orde r t o understan d th e importanc e o f a  lunc h brough t fro m 
home, i t i s helpfu l t o conside r th e difference s betwee n hom e an d 
school, a  par t o f th e worl d outside . Accordin g t o Pea k an d othe r 
observers o f Japanese childhoo d an d domesti c life , hom e an d schoo l 
are two very differen t kind s o f places in Japan . Hom e i s not a  minia-
ture society , and schoo l i s not a  place fo r indulgen t individualism . A t 
home two important kinds of emotion and behavior are expected. One 
is amae and the other is "skinship." Amae i s the feelings and behaviors 
appropriate betwee n peopl e who have a  relationship o f loving depen -
dence base d o n a n intens e individua l hierarchi c bon d betwee n them . 
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Japanese do not think that infants ar e born knowing how to be loving 
dependents; teaching them this is the family's, especially the mother's , 
most important job. Usually, emphasis is put on the dependence of the 
child i n thi s relationship , bu t I  believ e th e mothe r become s almos t 
equally dependen t fo r emotiona l suppor t an d validatio n o n th e chil d 
she teaches* to feel and behave this way. 

"Skinship" is a set of behaviors that enable s people to fee l amae.  I t 
refers t o skin-to-ski n contact , the close , intimate physica l contac t tha t 
is a  featur e o f Japanes e chil d rearin g an d famil y life . "Skinship " 
includes, fo r example , bathin g togethe r an d sleepin g clos e together . 
Practicing thes e behavior s i n effec t almos t erase s th e ski n barrie r 
between isolated individuals such as a mother and her infant. What one 
body feel s become s accessibl e t o th e other . Thus , th e abilit y o f 
Japanese mother s t o toile t trai n thei r childre n ver y earl y i s pard y a 
matter o f bein g s o tune d i n t o bod y cue s fro m th e chil d tha t th e 
mother knows when the child is ready to urinate o r defecate an d so is 
able to hold an infant ove r the toilet to do it. Similarly, mothers' use of 
a hissing-soundin g wor d t o stimulat e childre n t o urinat e mean s tha t 
the chil d i s acceptin g an d actin g o n th e mother' s perceptio n o f it s 
physical needs . Mother s an d childre n spen d a  lot o f tim e i n physica l 
contact, sleeping together, bathing together, and nursing. Mothers sel-
dom us e chil d restrain t device s suc h a s infan t seats , hig h chairs , o r 
playpens, instead carrying their babies on their backs as they do house-
work. Eve n outdoors , stroller s ar e les s commonl y use d tha n i n th e 
United States . One o f my favorite article s of Japanese materia l cultur e 
is the winter coat  tha t fit s ove r bot h mothe r an d baby . When wome n 
carrying babies on their backs talk with one another , they always posi-
tion themselves so that the babies are participants in the conversations. 
In th e Japanese view of child rearing, the mother' s job i s to eras e th e 
gap between the infant an d herself that exists at birth and to draw the 
child into a  social relationship s o rewarding tha t i t will encourage th e 
child t o wan t th e othe r socia l relationship s tha t ar e th e definin g fea -
tures of a truly human life . 
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Among th e thing s tha t mother s (an d othe r caretaker s t o a  lesse r 
extent) d o fo r childre n t o increas e "skin " contact , i s t o dres s an d 
undress them, to wash them, to comb their hair, and to check on thei r 
body state and health, for example their temperature, fairly constantly . 
But th e approve d amae  behavio r o f lettin g you r mothe r decid e 
whether yo u ar e ho t o r cold , tire d o r hungr y o r sick , is impossible i f 
you're awa y on a  school trip . Teachers are not substitut e mothers ; the 
responsibility for making and acting on such decisions must be passed 
to the children, not the teachers. 

The box lunch is a bridge from hom e and amae  to school and group 
life. Bo x lunche s prepare d b y mother s ar e expecte d t o b e individual , 
appealing to the child, elaborately prepared, and presented as a symbol 
of th e mother' s attentio n t o he r ow n child . Bo x lunche s ar e usuall y 
complicated affair s b y American standards . They include rice and fou r 
to six other items of food, for example a bit of pickled vegetable, a slice 
of hard-boile d egg , tw o o r thre e bite s o f vegetable s boile d i n so y 
sauce, an d on e o r tw o bite s o f frie d chicke n o r fish.  There i s usually 
some decoration included , a  flower or a  pretty leaf, or a  design draw n 
on the rice with sesame seeds. One can buy magazines illustrating how 
to make nutritious, appealing box lunches for young children; they sell 
well. Th e magazine s an d othe r "authorities " o n rearin g childre n sa y 
that the lunch should contain food cooke d especially for the occasion , 
not a  collection of leftovers. 

Food tha t childre n ge t a t school lacks these qualities . I t i s the sam e 
for eac h child , an d startin g i n preschoo l th e chil d i s expected t o ea t 
everything, withou t regar d fo r individua l like s an d dislikes . I n pre -
school children are encouraged/forced t o eat everything their mothers 
send, and mother s ar e encouraged t o include som e problematic item s 
in thei r lunc h boxes . (Th e yea r Sam was in kindergarten i n Japan , h e 
and I  both score d a  lot o f points because I  included raw carrots in his 
lunch, and he ate them. This is the least favorite foo d o f Japanese chil-
dren an d many adults. ) I n elementar y school , the schoo l kitchen pre-
pares the food, and children are encouraged/forced t o eat everything. 
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The mothers ' emotiona l concer n wit h th e bo x lunc h fo r th e first 
day, revealed i n th e numbe r o f questions a t th e preparatio n meeting , 
was in effect a  concern for the degree to which they would be allowed 
to indulge thei r children a t the beginnin g o f this period o f group life , 
life with no amae. 

Other behaviors , health monitorin g an d dressing children properly , 
are also part of amae.  In order to enable mothers to participate, if only 
by preparations an d vicariously , in keeping thei r childre n clothe d an d 
well, detailed information abou t the weather a t Akagi was included i n 
the booklets for parents—a chart of the monthly average high and low 
temperatures an d th e averag e numbe r o f day s o f sunshine , cloud y 
weather, rainfall, and snow, to be compared with the information give n 
for Urawa . Th e thermomete r tha t childre n too k alon g an d th e char t 
for keeping track of their temperatures were also, I think, meant to b e 
reassuring to parents, to make them fee l tha t childre n had the neede d 
information t o gauge their own state of health. 

I think thi s symbolism accuratel y reflects Japanes e feelings an d pre-
occupations, bu t i n practice , b y th e time  childre n ar e i n fifth  grad e 
their mother s ar e n o longe r routinel y dressin g them , washin g them , 
and makin g al l the decision s abou t thei r feeling s o f health. I t seeme d 
to m e tha t childre n ha d grea t freedo m t o mak e suc h decision s them -
selves withou t parenta l nagging . A t th e time I  didn' t believ e tha t 
mothers could stil l be combing their fifth-grade daughters' hair either , 
but later , as the mothe r o f a fifth-grade daughter, I  di d it , for exactl y 
the sam e reasons Japanes e mother s do . It' s legitimate , intimate bod y 
contact; neither of us was anxious to give it up, though b y sixth grade 
Ellen refused t o let me do it anymore. Sam also recalls that neither he 
nor anyon e else in his sleeping room eve r took thei r temperature an d 
that teacher s did sometimes make people dres s sensibly. So the differ -
ences in practices between home and school were not quite so extreme 
as the symbolism. 

There was a symbolic bridg e a t the othe r en d o f the trip , too. Th e 
¥9,000 eac h chil d pai d fo r thi s tri p include d charge s fo r transporta -
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tion, food , an d lodging , a s migh t b e expected , bu t als o ¥1,00 0 fo r 
souvenirs. There was a shop at the nature center for buying these, and 
children used  th e allotte d mone y t o remembe r a s man y relative s a s 
necessary. Sam brought home thoughtful gift s for each of us. 

The purpose s o f the tri p outlined fo r th e mother s a t their meeting , 
to enjoy nature , to strengthen bod y and soul , and to enjoy grou p life , 
determined th e kind s o f preparation s tha t precede d it . Th e pleasur e 
and th e experienc e wer e th e poin t o f th e expedition . Ther e wa s n o 
need to justify the trip by making it a means to do science experiments, 
for instance , o r b y requiring childre n t o writ e composition s abou t it , 
or other activitie s that ofte n accompan y American field trips. The tri p 
was an end, not a  means to some other end . 

Since th e experienc e itsel f wa s importan t a s a  positiv e grou p lif e 
experience, tremendous preparation went into these aspects of the trip. 
Everything tha t wa s no t individua l wa s planne d i n advance , writte n 
down, an d predictable . Writte n material s distribute d t o parent s an d 
children enabled everyone to carry out the necessary activities with n o 
surprises or unpredictable demands . There were three lists of things to 
take in thre e printe d pamphlet s o f information, on e fro m schoo l an d 
two fro m th e natur e center . Th e lis t fro m schoo l include d P.E . hat , 
school nam e tag , free choic e o f clothes (suggeste d wea r was jeans o r 
long pant s an d long-sleeve d shirts) , a  jacket, comfortabl e shoes , rai n 
gear, the knapsack, five or six plastic sacks, something to si t on, towel , 
toilet paper (th e standar d littl e packages o f Kleenex), gloves, pajamas, 
bellyband (optional) , two set s of underwear, mor e than thre e pair s of 
socks, a towel, a toothbrush, toothpaste, soap, a comb (put these small 
things in a  little bag) , a sweater, a  pack for carryin g al l this, the guid e 
book for Akagi, a thermometer, pencils , an eraser, a pocket songbook , 
handkerchiefs, medicine s on e migh t need , suc h a s antihistamine s o r 
dramamine, shoe s fo r insid e th e building , a  kerchie f t o wea r whil e 
cleaning, a  cleaning rag , an apron , a  hat an d a  mask for thos e servin g 
food, and the box lunch for the first day (no cans or bottles)—name on 
everything. Additions fro m th e othe r lists : a  notebook , newspaper , a 
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water bottle , a  warning abou t warm enoug h clothes , a  hat, earmuffs , 
ski gloves , a  flashlight,  han d towels , colore d pencils , a  sketc h book , 
postcards, a book, games. 

Bringing al l thes e thing s woul d assur e tha t nearl y an y emergenc y 
could be met and that leisure moments could be filled by activities that 
students were equipped t o carr y out . We managed t o ge t togethe r al l 
but a  few items from thes e lists , and Sam carried i t al l in a  large back-
pack we borrowed fro m friends . I t adde d up to quit e a  few pounds o f 
belongings in bulky packs and containers that the children had to han-
dle alone. They had to walk to school the day of departure with all of it 
and manage it by themselves on the bus and at the center. The luggage 
compartment wa s used only for th e teachers ' gear . Most childre n car -
ried everything themselves, but a few mothers came running after with 
some forgotten item , usually the water bottle . 

The buses were scheduled to leave at 8:30, and the children were to 
be at school at 8:00 to get ready. At that time there was a brief meeting 
to introduc e th e colleg e student s wh o wer e goin g t o hel p chapero n 
and t o ge t everyon e line d up , an d s o on . Abou t a  third o f th e chil -
dren's mother s ha d com e alon g t o se e the m off ; th e principa l wa s 
there, too, being helpful , pointin g ou t tha t bicycle s should b e move d 
out of the path of the buses , for example . The buses pulled away from 
the school at 8:31. 

Both student s an d parent s ha d detaile d schedule s fo r eac h day' s 
activities. Th e secon d day' s schedul e i s give n below , translate d fro m 
the one in Sam's guidebook . 

DAY 2 

6:30 ge t up 
wash 
put away bedding 

7:00 cleanin g assignments 
take temperature 

7:30 mornin g meeting 
8:00 breakfas t 
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pick up bo x lunche s 
outside pla y 

9:00 hiking— a choic e o f several trails ; what t o put i n the knap -
sack: towel, jacket, rain gear , lunch, water bottle , snack , 
gloves, something t o si t on, garbage container , toile t paper ; 
in case of rain: activities a t the cente r 

3:30 retur n t o Nature Cente r 
milk and snac k 

5:00 evenin g meetin g 
flag lowering 

5:30 suppe r 
6:30 stud y meetin g 
8:00 bath s 

journal 
letters 

9:00 ge t ready for be d 
9:30 g o to be d 

10:00 light s ou t 

This schedul e doesn' t begi n t o revea l jus t ho w muc h wa s preplanned . 
The bookle t tha t eac h chil d ha d als o listed which childre n woul d slee p 
in each room, wha t dutie s the y were assigned , when the y would bathe , 
where the y woul d si t i n th e dinin g hall , wher e the y woul d si t o n th e 
bus an d a t th e firs t evening' s campfir e meeting , whe n the y wer e 
expected t o b e o n dut y t o d o thei r assigne d chore s (fo r example , th e 
food helper s wer e t o clea n th e wate r botde s a t 8:0 0 P.M . o n da y two) , 
and ful l menu s fo r eac h meal . 

This seeme d t o m e lik e overkill , bu t i t di d mea n tha t teacher s didn' t 
have t o kee p remindin g peopl e o f wha t cam e next , wha t the y shoul d 
be gettin g read y for . Mayb e i t wa s reassurin g fo r childre n t o hav e thi s 
much predictability . Severa l year s late r ou r famil y too k a  lon g tri p t o 
Australia wit h a  complicate d itinerary . Sa m an d Elle n aske d m e ques -
tions a  dozen time s a  day about wher e w e were going , when w e woul d 
change planes , where w e would sleep . I  finally  remembere d th e tri p t o 
Akagi an d prepare d fo r eac h o f the m a  schedul e o f everythin g I  kne w 
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about flights,  stopovers , hote l names , an d s o on . The y kep t the m i n 
their packs, consulted them often, an d stopped bothering me. 

Each child a t Akagi was assigned t o a  work group , and eac h grou p 
had specifie d duties . Fo r som e groups , suc h a s those responsibl e fo r 
helping wit h food , th e recorde d dutie s wer e n o mor e detaile d tha n 
that. There i s such a  group a t school too, and by fifth grade everyon e 
understands wha t job s mus t b e accomplishe d b y thi s grou p an d ca n 
easily organize themselve s t o ge t the m done . Fo r others , such a s the 
recreation group , muc h mor e specifi c assignment s wer e include d i n 
the guidebook. Who would lead the songs at the morning and evening 
meetings, who would think up games for the bus , who would play the 
part o f th e fire  spiri t a t th e campfire : al l thes e wer e individuall y 
assigned to recreation group members. 

As a  resul t o f thi s organizatio n an d planning , th e purpose s o f th e 
trip were accomplished. Because many things were decided in advance, 
precious time at Akagi did not have to be spent on organizational mat -
ters. Everyon e coul d experienc e th e beaut y o f th e natura l settin g 
undistracted b y figuring out who was going to d o what next . Equall y 
important, eac h chil d mad e a  clea r contributio n t o th e grou p livin g 
experience and benefited i n visible ways from everyon e else's contribu-
tions. Everyone gave, everyone received. Teachers were able to remain 
in thei r preferre d backgroun d role , availabl e bu t seemingl y n o mor e 
central tha n an y othe r grou p member . The y weren' t neede d t o giv e 
orders or make moment-by-moment decision s about children' s activi -
ties, an d the y didn' t hav e t o d o a  lo t o f heavy-hande d disciplining . 
Everyone, children and teachers alike, was able "by working and play-
ing together, indoors and out, to experience the joy and importance of 
group living. " Did i t work? Sam reported tha t the y had a  good time , 
nothing went wrong, the teachers didn' t ge t mad a t anyone, and they 
didn't fee l oversupervised—n o on e enforce d th e light s out , fo r 
instance. It was fun. Everyon e got a picture of the group as a souvenir. 
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The Three R's , 
Japanese Style 

-l^n Japa n as in most countries , reading, writing, and arithmetic form 
the academic core  o f elementary school , along with science and socia l 
studies. It would be hard to tell that from th e textbooks, however. O n 
the firs t day , when Sa m an d Elle n receive d thei r books , we were sur -
prised b y th e numbe r o f textbook s give n t o the m an d als o b y thei r 
appearance. 

We were use d t o havin g n o text s fo r subject s lik e ar t an d physica l 
education and having textbooks for the basic subjects tha t in their size 
and weight seem to embody physically the importance o f their subjec t 
matter. American textbook s ten d t o b e hardcover , thick , large-forma t 
books intende d t o las t fo r severa l years . They d o no t belon g t o stu -
dents i n ou r children' s school s bu t t o th e school ; they ar e loane d t o 
the children, who are supposed to return them in pristine condition . 

The Japanes e text s ar e thin , smal l paperbacks , nicel y printe d o n 
good paper , which belon g to students . The text s for reading , writing, 
and arithmeti c ar e no large r o r thicke r tha n thos e fo r art , hom e eco -
nomics, and physical education. My initial reaction was that there just 
wasn't enoug h materia l i n thes e text s t o kee p a  clas s occupie d fo r a 
whole year. In fact , fo r readin g an d arithmeti c ther e ar e two tex t vol-
umes for eac h year, but the y stil l add up t o a  very modest numbe r o f 
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pages, compare d t o America n textbooks . I t seeme d tha t teacher s 
would have to do a lot of extra work to stretch these texts into a year's 
worth of work. 

As I though t abou t American textbook s an d reflected o n conversa -
tions I had had with curriculum developers in the United States , espe-
cially some people involved with the New Math an d the Basi c Course 
in Biologica l Scienc e curricula , eac h intende d t o introduc e sweepin g 
changes i n th e wa y thes e subject s wer e taugh t i n U.S . schools , I 
remembered a  basi c distrus t o f th e classroo m teache r tha t pervade d 
those conversations. I  think the elaborate textbooks of American pub-
lishers are designed t o b e teacher-proof: t o have so much material , so 
many teachin g aids , s o man y differen t exercise s an d problems , tha t 
even a bad teacher can' t distor t the materia l being presented. Becaus e 
the understanding and teaching skills of the classroom teacher can't be 
relied on , the textbooks have to provide al l the material , to b e almos t 
self-teaching, programme d instructio n materials . (Incidentally , sinc e 
these textbooks free students ' learning from dependenc e on the teach-
er, they also free learnin g from classroo m interaction an d make learn-
ing a  solitary, individual activity . This conceptio n i s basically oppose d 
to Japanese notions of where and how learning best takes place.) 

From watching classes and from talkin g with teachers and parents, I 
learned tha t Japanes e elementar y schoo l classe s in th e basi c academi c 
subjects are very much textbook centere d an d that using the textboo k 
constitutes a  good part of every day's class in these subjects. I  decided 
to look at the books to see just what was in them tha t could absorb so 
much time. 

R E A D I N G 

Learning t o rea d an d writ e i s th e foundatio n fo r al l othe r academi c 
skills, and learning to read Japanese i s not easy . (See the appendi x fo r 
an explanation of what is involved.) Reading as a mechanical process is 
very difficul t becaus e o f the Japanes e writing system , and learnin g t o 
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read a s a n intellectua l proces s extendin g beyon d th e mechanic s i s as 
difficult a s in any other language . Because of the writing system, writ-
ing in the sense of being able to inscribe words on paper , on the con -
ceptual leve l of penmanship an d spelling , is also difficul t an d require s 
effort throughou t th e elementary school years. Writing in the sense of 
composition o f effectiv e communicatio n i n variou s format s i s als o 
learned in Japanese schools, starting in first grade, and is as difficult a s 
writing in this sense in English or other languages. 

All thes e skill s ar e encompasse d i n th e subjec t know n a s kokugo, 
"national language. " Thi s nam e derive s fro m th e historica l perio d 
when standardizatio n o f th e writin g syste m an d sprea d o f a  standar d 
Tokyo-based dialec t wer e aim s o f th e educatio n system . No w tha t 
these objective s hav e bee n accomplished , th e nam e remain s an d ma y 
have som e overtone s tha t emphasiz e th e uniquenes s o f th e Japanes e 
people and the Japanese language. 

For first  graders there ar e two textbook readers , two writing work-
books, one calligraphy text, and two workbooks that provide the basic 
material for reading and writing for the year. For Ellen's class there was 
also a drill book that the teacher had students purchase each term an d 
exercise books for homework . 

The first-grade text stories range in length from th e first of 30 words 
in nin e sentences , t o on e o f the last , which i s 425 word s long . Mos t 
are fiction , bu t ther e ar e som e poetr y an d nonfictio n entries . Eac h 
story i s followed b y discussio n question s an d exercises . Man y o f th e 
exercises deal with Japanese grammar , an d especiall y the formation o f 
the full-sentence form s appropriat e fo r written Japanese as opposed t o 
the mor e elliptica l form s used  i n muc h o f spoken Japanese . Childre n 
begin writing "compositions " using these sentenc e formula s fro m th e 
beginning of first grade. 

During clas s tim e majo r emphasi s i s placed o n readin g aloud , an d 
the whole clas s in unison o r in smal l groups o r a s individuals read th e 
text out loud over and over . Not onl y is the accurate pronunciation o f 
written word s a  goal , bu t readin g i n a  fluent  an d expressiv e styl e i s 
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emphasized also. Children are not considered to have learned to read a 
story until they can do a polished performance o f it. 

The never-changin g homewor k fo r kokugo  i n Ellen' s clas s wa s 
daily reading alou d a t home. Th e teache r prepare d a  special checkof f 
sheet for each story of the text . Spaces were provided on the sheet fo r 
an older person a t home to grade each day's reading on the followin g 
factors: 

1. no t mumbling, clear words, to the end 
2. usin g a clear voice that can be heard throughout the room 
3. separatin g words correcdy, leaving pauses in between 
4. usin g a speed for easy comprehension 
5. usin g appropriate expression for people and animals in stories. 

The parent , grandparent , o r olde r siblin g wh o helpe d wit h thi s 
homework eac h da y was suppose d t o mar k eac h day' s grade s wit h a 
stamp (equivalen t t o a  signature); the teache r als o marked eac h day' s 
entry with her stamp to indicate she had seen it. In addition , she sent 
home t o th e studen t an d th e helpe r complimentary , encouraging , o r 
scolding notes on effort an d perseverance. 

First grade incorporates a lot of practice of the mechanics of writing. 
The require d calligraph y an d readin g workbook s giv e childre n exer -
cises and repetitiv e practic e i n writing, o f both th e syllabi c character s 
and o f kanji  (ideographs) . I n man y cases children ar e expected t o d o 
ten to thirty repetitions o f the same symbol. There i s strong emphasi s 
on standar d form , no t merel y o n intelligibility . Th e spac e in which a 
symbol is to be written is divided into four quadrants , for instance, and 
the sam e proportions o f length, curve , and s o forth ar e to b e copie d 
and maintained in each repetition of the symbol. 

Until the advent of word processors, all Japanese was either printed 
at printing presse s o r han d written , an d a  standard penmanship , on e 
that di d no t encompas s vagarie s o f personality o r persona l style , was 
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important. Eve n now , I  think , Japanes e woul d regar d idiosyncrati c 
handwriting a s a sign of rampant, "selfish " individualis m i n its pejora -
tive sense—unless , o f course , calligraph y a s a n ar t for m i s involved . 
Here, th e expressio n o f individualit y an d personalit y i s entirel y ap -
propriate—so appropriat e tha t man y Japanes e canno t rea d wha t i s 
written in this "ar t form." Th e writing done a t school is not mean t t o 
be like this. 

For first graders, another dail y practice in writing is the preparatio n 
of the renrakucho.  This i s a  boo k i n whic h childre n writ e thei r dail y 
assignments an d othe r informatio n tha t th e teache r want s t o reac h 
each home : note s abou t plan s fo r futur e projects , equipment , o r 
money required, fo r instance , or exhortations abou t gettin g to schoo l 
wasuremono naiyo ni,  "without an y forgotten things. " (I thought thi s 
was only our problem fo r a  long time, but I'v e com e to think i t was a 
problem i n man y homes , an d no t jus t i n first  grade. ) Th e teacher' s 
message amount s t o tw o o r thre e sentence s a  da y copie d fro m th e 
board, where the teacher writes it at a pace a quick student could keep 
up with. The fac t tha t thi s information i s needed a t home means  tha t 
parents joi n i n th e pressur e t o produc e intelligibl e writing . Parent s 
must stamp the message each day and can use the booklet to send mes-
sages bac k to th e teacher . Sh e als o stamps i t eac h da y to indicat e sh e 
has seen it. 

Ellen als o brough t hom e man y drawing s that , lik e the drawing s i n 
the reading text, included writing on the same page. Her writings here 
were more tha n jus t captions , often severa l sentences, and b y the en d 
of her time in Japan, the writing was exclusively in Japanese. (She con-
tinued t o answe r som e question s i n Englis h i n he r homewor k boo k 
and othe r contexts. ) I n th e thir d ter m o f first  grad e student s wer e 
required t o make and keep a  book o f reflections o n schoo l life, which 
they handed in periodically and which the teacher reviewed . 

Both Sa m an d Elle n seeme d t o enjo y writin g an d th e calligraph y 
classes in school. They seemed especially proud o f the writing they did 
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at kakizome.  Kakizome  i s a  ceremon y hel d jus t afte r Ne w Year' s i n 
which writin g i s don e "fo r th e first  time " tha t year . Th e empero r 
invites noted calligrapher s an d author s t o a  party for thi s activity , and 
their "writings " a s well a s the emperor' s ar e published i n newspaper s 
and show n o n televisio n new s reports . Schoolchildre n ar e assigne d a 
phrase or a passage to practice for thei r own ceremonial "firs t writing " 
at schoo l afte r th e Ne w Year' s vacation . Childre n al l gathe r i n th e 
school gymnasium for this school activity, and their writings are exhib-
ited i n the schoo l hallways during January . Elle n an d Sa m worked o n 
their calligraph y ove r th e vacatio n an d produce d quit e respectabl e 
writings for kakizome. 

All the writing tha t first graders do, and most of their reading, is in 
the vertical format, with lines running from to p to bottom of the page, 
the first line at the right-hand side of the page. Some texts, science and 
social studies , hav e horizonta l writin g i n a  Wester n format . I n m y 
experience i t is not trivia l to chang e from on e o f these format s t o th e 
other, i n term s o f eye movement s an d pattern s o f grouping wor d o r 
phrase unit s togethe r fo r fluent  comprehension . Thoug h Japanes e 
students lear n t o handl e bot h fro m th e beginnin g o f first grade, the y 
are given more practice in the vertical format . 

In reading classes, even through the sixth-grade level, reading of the 
assigned text out loud is an important an d standard part o f class time. 
This is because, as explained in the appendix on the writing system, the 
relationship betwee n th e symbol s o f Japanese writing an d th e sound s 
of words of Japanese is far from straightforward . Repetitio n an d prac-
tice are necessary to make these connections easy for learners. It's pos-
sible to ski p this step , so some incentive t o includ e i t i s necessary fo r 
learners. What I  mean is that i t is possible in the Japanese writing sys-
tem to move directiy from th e written symbol to the meaning, without 
knowing th e actua l spoken "word " tha t th e symbo l stand s for . Kanji 
are identica l i n for m an d meanin g t o Chines e ideograph s i n man y 
cases. I studied Chines e befor e learnin g Japanese, and there ar e many 
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situations in which I can figure out what some written Japanese means 
without bein g abl e t o rea d mos t o f i t ou t loud . Japanes e children , 
however, ar e expecte d t o b e abl e t o associat e spoke n word s wit h 
symbols, and reading aloud provides the practice for doing this. 

A studen t takin g a  turn a t readin g i s expected t o stan d besid e th e 
desk, adop t a  forma l posture , an d rea d i n a  loud , clear , expressiv e 
voice. This was more likely to b e accomplished afte r a  period o f work 
on the story ; it was not don e s o well on the firs t day s of a unit, when 
just gettin g throug h th e sentence s wit h correc t pronunciatio n o f th e 
words written in kanji was difficult fo r many students. One sixth-grade 
teacher did not insist that students stand for reading aloud on the first 
day of a unit that I  observed . 

This teacher introduced th e new unit b y asking those student s wh o 
had no t rea d ahea d t o thin k abou t th e title  o f the stor y an d th e pic -
tures in the text and speculate on what the story would be like. He was 
insistent that only students who had not alread y read the story should 
respond; the effect , i t seemed to me , was to disparage the initiative o f 
the student s who ha d gon e ahea d o f the clas s rather tha n readin g th e 
story with everyon e else . Students seeme d reluctan t t o giv e response s 
to thi s questioning . Partly , the teache r sai d later , tha t wa s because o f 
my presence, but als o because th e olde r student s ar e always more sh y 
than th e younger ones . Gaining a  sense o f reserve i s seen a s a sign o f 
maturity i n Japan , s o whil e teacher s ma y enjo y th e enthusias m o f 
younger students , the y expec t an d d o no t disapprov e o f mor e 
restrained response from th e older ones. 

Although thi s was the first day of a new unit, and the mechanics o f 
reading th e stor y absorbe d muc h o f th e energ y o f th e class , th e 
teacher's discussion beforehand pointe d ou t some aspects of the struc-
ture of the story, that it was a "story within a story" and that observing 
the transitions from on e par t t o the next was crucial, as was the ques -
tion o f ho w muc h o f th e inne r stor y shoul d b e considere d fantasy . 
Other activitie s I  observe d i n readin g classe s include d discussion s o f 
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the characters , the situations , the students ' reactions , and th e literar y 
structure o f th e story . Sometime s th e teache r aske d specifi c conten t 
questions about the story. 

By fifth and sixt h grade s many American student s ar e reading rela -
tively lon g book s tha t coul d b e considere d "literature " rathe r tha n 
texts. The transition from shor t pieces mostly read aloud to long works 
read silently and individually takes place around fourt h grad e in many 
American schools . After this , only poetry an d plays are read aloud . I n 
Japan, even in the upper grades stories in the texts continue to be rela-
tively short unit s tha t ca n be approache d i n such a  way as to becom e 
polished, read-alou d performances . B y thir d grad e th e readin g text s 
are writte n withou t division s betwee n words , a s ar e text s fo r adults , 
giving a n adde d complicatio n t o smoot h comprehensio n i n readin g 
silently or aloud . I t seem s tha t comprehensio n i s judged b y how well 
that comprehensio n ca n b e orall y communicate d t o others . Som e 
poems i n th e fifth-grade  tex t ar e marke d wit h suggestion s fo r read -
ing—where to increase or decrease volume, where to speed up or slow 
down, an d tone s o f voice t o incorporate . Eve n prose descriptiv e pas -
sages are to be read "so that the mood and description of the place are 
clearly conveyed to the listener. " 

All classes included som e reading aloud , bu t i n classes that cam e a t 
later points in a unit, other analysi s was more emphasized . On e lesson 
for sixt h grader s nea r th e en d o f a  unit wa s focused o n outlinin g th e 
story, a biography. Here the class was notable fo r the smal l amount o f 
time spen t readin g alou d an d th e larg e amoun t o f time  spen t silentl y 
with each person working on an outline, under the general guidance of 
the teacher . Hi s talk was repetitious, emphasizing th e majo r heading s 
of an outline of this story, pointing out what was overtly mentioned in 
the text and what had to be deduced. He left large stretches of time for 
students t o work in thei r notebook s o n a n outline , bu t h e als o wrote 
on th e boar d an d ended u p with a n elaborate , elegant outlin e i n fou r 
colors of chalk. 
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Fifth an d sixt h graders , too , hav e workbook s an d dril l book s fo r 
writing practice . For the m th e emphasi s i s on th e ne w kanji  the y ar e 
learning, but repetition and careful following of a standard writing pat-
tern is just as important as in first grade. A weekly lesson in calligraphy, 
using a brush to write kanji,  i s also part of the curriculum a t this level. 
This i s the firs t ste p t o calligraph y a s an ar t form , bu t ther e ar e als o 
social context s i n Japanes e lif e i n whic h writin g wit h a  pencil o r pe n 
would be inappropriate—only brus h writing will do. 

They als o practic e compositio n i n variou s formats : boo k reports , 
expository writing , preparing report s i n scienc e o r socia l studies , an d 
writing letter s an d essays . As noted elsewhere , many classe s end wit h 
students writing a summary or a reflection o n the material of the class. 
These are often rea d aloud to the whole class. 

Elaine Gerber t (1993 ) ha s writte n a  conten t analysi s o f Japanes e 
kokugo textbooks tha t emphasize s th e difference s betwee n the m an d 
current American texts. She also notes the sheer volume of materials in 
the America n texts , whic h ar e tw o t o thre e time s a s lon g a s thei r 
Japanese counterparts . Ofte n America n teacher s d o no t us e al l th e 
material i n a  tex t bu t choos e t o omi t certai n parts . I n Japa n al l th e 
material i n a  text i s used becaus e th e require d curriculu m wil l not b e 
covered if parts are omitted. I n Japan the content o f the texts remains 
relatively constant, so that a college student working with me who saw 
a second-grad e tex t stor y said , "Oh , I  remembe r tha t story. " Som e 
shifts in focus have taken place in Japanese texts, but not to the exten t 
that American texts have been overhauled in recent years. 

Gerbert see s a n importan t sourc e o f variety i n th e America n text s 
in the many literary forms that are included. A Japanese text for fourt h 
graders incorporate s seventee n unit s i n eigh t genres , rangin g fro m 
poetry throug h storie s an d biograph y t o a  report o n a n experiment . 
A fourth-grade tex t fo r American s contain s forty-nin e unit s i n eight -
een genres , includin g autobiography , a  phot o essay , an d a  play , fo r 
instance. 
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American text s emphasiz e th e diversit y o f people s i n th e Unite d 
States and the diversity of their conditions. Such variation is treated as 
valuable in and of itself, as well as worthwhile because it portrays chal-
lenges an d opportunitie s fo r individual s i n America n society . Th e 
appreciation o f individualit y i n divers e an d difficul t situation s i s a 
major them e i n thes e texts , Gerber t says . (M y reading o f som e text s 
confirms this ; i t woul d appea r fro m th e textbook s tha t ther e ar e n o 
nonhyphenated, whit e childre n withou t handicap s livin g i n intac t 
employed familie s in America.) Lif e a s presented in these texts is fairly 
dramatic—important event s spu r peopl e o n t o majo r change s i n life ; 
introspection an d quie t reflection ar e rare events. History is presented 
as full o f conflict, and moral evaluations of historical events and move-
ments is overt, as is principled moral evaluation of actions in other sto-
ries. Stories about nature eithe r anthropomorphize animal s or presen t 
humans intervenin g t o conque r o r improv e nature . Activitie s associ -
ated with the reading texts ask students to develop analytical skills—to 
understand an d evaluat e th e structur e o f arguments ; t o distinguis h 
among fact, fiction, opinion, and fantasy; to discuss hypothetical situa-
tions; and to make overt judgments of literary and moral merit . 

In th e Japanes e text s nearl y al l situation s presente d ar e familiar , 
comforting, saf e situations . Th e interio r lif e o f th e character s i n th e 
story, often rathe r generic narrators, is emphasized more than events in 
the social or real world in which the characters live. A fifth-grade story 
about a  boy's birthda y talk s abou t hi s anticipation o f the da y and hi s 
excitement, bu t th e foca l even t turn s ou t t o b e hi s watching a  single 
perfect lea f falling from a  tree, an event he observes in solitude. Stories 
with mor e distan t setting s i n tim e an d spac e ar e mos t ofte n inspira -
tional biographies. 

A significant numbe r of units deal with a  close, empathetic observa -
tion and understanding o f familiar natura l phenomena. Human actio n 
seldom intrudes in these observations , and the atmospher e i s not on e 
that emphasize s th e myster y o r aw e o f Nature , bu t th e intimac y o f 
humans and natural events . There seems to b e a preference fo r obser -
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vations o f smal l things , insect s an d smal l plants , fo r instance , rathe r 
than o f larger o r mor e sweepin g aspect s o f nature . Bot h a  convention -
alized an d a  rea l appreciatio n o f immediat e natura l phenomen a i s a n 
important par t o f the Japanes e literar y traditio n an d o f modern every -
day writing. All letters, newsletters, announcements , an d s o forth mak e 
an initia l referenc e t o th e seaso n o f the communicatio n b y mentionin g 
plants an d animal s an d natura l event s tha t ar e though t t o characteriz e 
the tim e o f year. 

Some potentiall y salien t characteristic s o f character s o r narrator s i n 
these kokugo  tex t unit s ar e nearl y completel y ignored . Difference s 
between peopl e base d o n socia l categories , suc h a s occupation, region , 
income, gender , religion , age , disabilities , o r eve n talents , ar e no t pre -
sented a s backgroun d o r mad e th e focu s o f situation s i n th e stories . 
These ar e th e characteristic s tha t ar e mad e centra l i n storie s i n th e 
American texts . 

Gerbert doe s no t mentio n on e o f th e strikin g feature s o f th e 
Japanese texts . I n thos e book s illustrate d wit h drawing s rathe r tha n 
photographs, th e childre n an d adult s depicte d d o no t loo k physicall y 
Japanese. Thi s occur s no t jus t onc e i n a  whil e bu t ver y consistently . 
Most noticeably , th e colorin g o f their hai r does no t matc h th e rang e o f 
black an d near-blac k hue s foun d i n Japan . Instead , mos t people , bot h 
adults an d children , ar e show n wit h brown , ligh t brown , an d eve n 
almost blon d hair . Eye s ar e draw n i n a  wa y t o de-emphasiz e th e epi -
canthic fold , whic h i s nearl y universa l i n Japan . Thes e illustration s 
occur wit h storie s tha t ar e se t i n Japa n an d ar e abou t Japanes e charac -
ters. I f photographs ar e used , the y ar e accurate , showin g black-haire d 
children wit h a  variety o f eye shapes , nose shapes , and fac e shapes . 

The producer s o f children' s literatur e i n Americ a hav e fel t i t wa s 
important fo r childre n t o find  peopl e "lik e themselves " i n th e illustra -
tions. Perhap s a s a n America n observe r o f tha t emphasis , I  a m overl y 
sensitive t o th e anomal y o f textbooks tha t systematicall y portra y Asian s 
as though the y were Caucasians . Illustration s o f stories se t i n historica l 
times consistentl y sho w peopl e wit h stronge r Japanes e coloring . 
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Japanese t o who m I  hav e mentione d thi s observatio n d o no t see m 
to find  th e phenomeno n interesting , sayin g onl y tha t i t make s fo r 
"prettier" o r "mor e interesting " illustrations . I  don' t thin k th e 
Japanese suffer fro m a n unhealthy desire to be physically different tha n 
they are , but thi s style of portrayal i s too widespread t o b e accidenta l 
or to be ignored. 

The sam e patter n ca n b e foun d i n children' s book s tha t ar e no t 
schoolbooks, bu t i t i s muc h stronge r i n th e textbooks . Whe n i t i s 
found i n advertisements , th e usua l interpretatio n i s tha t th e us e o f 
Western o r Western-looking model s impart s a n ai r o f modernity an d 
glamour to a product. Could this be an attempt to make Japanese text-
books mor e "international " b y understatin g physica l difference s 
between Japanese and other nationalities? 

The Ministr y o f Educatio n control s th e textbook s use d i n publi c 
schools, not just for reading but for al l subjects. The ministry publishes 
a detaile d nationa l curriculu m fo r eac h grad e an d eac h subject , an d 
texts must cover al l the materia l prescribed b y the ministry . Textbook s 
prepared by about six publishing companies are submitted for approva l 
by the ministry, which controls the format and the content of the texts. 
Local school boards at the prefectural o r city level then choose  amon g 
the approved text series for a set of texts to be used in that jurisdiction. 

There i s almost no educationa l o r politica l objectio n t o thi s system 
of text control . The only area in which there are political objections i s 
in th e treatmen t o f Japanese histor y i n hig h schoo l texts , in th e sec -
tions dealin g with th e histor y o f Japan i n the decade s o f military an d 
colonial expansio n an d wit h th e action s o f Japa n durin g th e Secon d 
World War. Protests against a presentation of events in those years that 
is seen as denying, mitigating, o r excusing Japan's action s come fro m 
the political left in Japan and equally from th e governments of nations 
that wer e occupie d o r conquere d b y Japan . Thes e textbook s hav e 
become a  political issu e bot h domesticall y an d internationally . Bu t a t 
the elementary school level the texts are not controversial and seem to 
inspire little or no discussion . 
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ARITHMETIC 

Here, surely , th e textbook s mus t b e reall y differen t fro m America n 
ones—everyone know s tha t Japanes e student s ar e the mos t proficien t 
in the world a t mathematics. But no, these too ar e soft, friendly-look -
ing little paperbacks. 

The first-grade text is 109 pages for the whole year. There are seven-
teen unit s an d fou r revie w section s fo r th e fort y week s o f school . A 
unit o n tellin g time b y the hou r an d th e hal f hour contain s onl y tw o 
pages of text, though a s I remember it , Ellen's class spent severa l days 
on this topic. The unit on adding single digits with a  sum greater tha n 
ten i s eight pages long and contain s only fifty-eight practice problem s 
to solve . Thi s uni t involve s learnin g thirty-si x arithmeti c "facts " (fo r 
example, 7 + 8 = 15), and students were expected to be able to explain 
a procedure fo r th e additio n an d produc e quic k memorize d answer s 
for thes e problems . Fifty-eigh t practic e problem s won' t produc e 
world-class proficiency. Thes e problems ar e used in class with physica l 
counters t o illustrat e th e procedur e o f th e additio n an d t o chec k 
answers by counting. A lot of time is taken up by the actual manipula -
tion o f the object s an d counting . The learning tha t goe s on in class is 
both concrete , becaus e o f the visua l an d tactil e stimul i involved , an d 
abstract, becaus e o f the generalize d procedur e fo r understandin g tha t 
is used. 

Though littl e class time is spent in practice, there are several devices 
to encourag e it . First , a  numbe r o f game s involvin g practic e ca n b e 
done in class: cards with problems are laid out on a table for a group of 
children, an d the y take turn s answerin g them , scorin g point s fo r cor -
rect problems. Othe r game s with dice also are suggested. Fo r practic e 
at home, each child has a set of flash cards for addition and another fo r 
subtraction an d wor k book s tha t ar e purchase d a t bookstores . Th e 
first-grade workbook fo r additio n offer s twenty-fou r page s of practice 
problems for thi s unit, totaling more than three hundred problems . A 
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prize o f a  colore d sticke r i s provide d fo r eac h pag e tha t i s perfecd y 
solved; no time limit is given. This workbook i s not homework , take n 
to school to be presented t o the teacher; it is a study aid for home. At 
school, however , teacher s qui z student s a t od d times , while the y ar e 
getting ready to go home, for instance, so that children know they are 
expected to gain quick mastery of the "facts, " a s well as of the princi -
ples tha t ar e th e focu s o f teachin g time . America n observer s o f 
Japanese mathematic s classe s hav e ofte n commente d o n th e tim e 
teachers are willing to giv e to concrete physical operations tha t clarif y 
mathematical operations and concepts. Much more emphasis in class is 
placed on this than on getting through a large number of problems. As 
reported b y Stevenson an d Stigle r (1992:192f. ) an d othe r observers , 
mistakes ar e treate d a s teaching opportunities , no t ignore d o r passe d 
over quickly. Since teachers place an emphasis on finding a s many ways 
to solve a problem a s possible, classes often conside r several strategies. 
The teaching style suggests that knowing why a suggestion tha t turn s 
out no t t o wor k didn' t wor k i s as important a s memorizing a  proce-
dure tha t i s correct. Again , Lewis (1995 ) report s o n a n inciden t tha t 
illustrates both the social and the academic approaches to mathematic s 
learning in elementary schools. 

A second-grad e clas s was workin g o n way s t o solv e th e followin g 
problem: seve n childre n wer e ridin g i n a  train car ; tw o go t off , an d 
then thre e more go t on . How many children were then ridin g on th e 
train? Equation s t o represen t th e problem , no t th e "answer, " wer e 
what student s wer e expecte d t o give . Amon g th e equation s offere d 
were on e boy' s set , 3 - 2 =  1  and 1  + 7 =  8. When h e was asked t o 
explain hi s thinking, however , he trie d fo r severa l minutes bu t could -
n't. Th e teache r aske d i f other childre n coul d figure  ou t wha t he was 
thinking abou t a s he wrote these , but n o on e could , an d th e genera l 
feeling wa s tha t th e equation s wer e wrong . Afte r givin g th e bo y 
another chanc e t o explain , th e teache r suggeste d tha t h e touc h he r 
hand to transfer his power of thinking to her, so that she could explain. 
She di d so , leading th e clas s through th e reasonin g tha t make s thes e 
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equations a  correct statement o f the problem, although the y were no t 
the onl y correc t solutio n an d no t th e onl y one deal t with durin g th e 
class. At the end of class she asked the boy how he felt when everyon e 
thought hi s answe r wa s wrong. H e replied , " I didn' t fee l good. " " I 
think h e wa s very brav e t o tr y t o explai n whe n everyon e disagreed, " 
said th e teacher . Brav e enoug h tha t th e whol e class , agreeing , 
applauded him (Lewis 1995:169-71) . 

In general , Japanes e student s thin k mat h i s hard , takin g a  lo t o f 
work an d study , bu t they  fee l confiden t o f thei r abilit y t o lear n it . 
Adults agree with children—that the learning is demanding but within 
their reach . B y the en d o f first  grade , childre n hav e learne d cardina l 
and ordina l number s throug h on e hundred , ca n ad d an d subtrac t 
numbers u p t o on e hundre d withou t borrowin g o r carrying , ca n tel l 
time, can do simple measurements and comparisons of length, and can 
name several geometric figures. 

In fifth  grad e th e emphasi s continue s t o b e o n a  fe w examples , 
worked ou t i n th e mos t concret e wa y possible , an d a  fe w practic e 
problems offere d i n the text . A unit o n measurin g the volume o f rec-
tangular solids , for instance , includes eleven pages of text, nine exam -
ples fully worked ou t i n the text , and abou t fifteen practice problems . 
In th e las t se t o f problems, student s ar e aske d t o dea l wit h displace -
ment measuremen t o f an egg , and th e proble m i s followed b y a page 
explaining Archimedes' discover y o f this principle o f measurement. A 
class would spen d abou t tw o week s o n thi s unit . Mor e problems , t o 
offer practic e in the principles emphasized in the text materials, can be 
found i n the dril l books that students purchase to accompany the text . 
The time in class is devoted to discussion of ways to solve the problems 
and analysis of the errors in thinking in possible solutions that turn ou t 
not to work. 

Harold W . Stevenso n an d Jame s W . Stigle r (1992 ; Stigle r e t al . 
1987) hav e conducte d severa l studie s t o analyz e difference s i n teach -
ing style s between Japa n an d th e Unite d States , including difference s 
in ways of teaching mathematics , where th e divergenc e i n tes t result s 
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between the two countries is the mos t striking . Among the consisten t 
differences the y repor t ar e greate r coherence , greate r concreteness , 
and more thoroughness of the Japanese teacher's lessons. A fifth-grad e 
class they  repor t o n (1992:177-78) , fo r instance , wa s designe d t o 
teach the use of bar graphs in analyzing data. It began with the teacher 
bringing into clas s six different containers , including a  pitcher, a  vase, 
and a beer bottle (muc h laughter), and wondering aloud which would 
hold the most. Animated class discussion led pupils to decide they had 
to fill  the differen t container s wit h water , usin g a  common drinkin g 
cup a s the standar d measure . A bucket o f water from th e wash basin s 
outside was brought in, and each han group was given one of the con-
tainers to fill with measured water. The teacher wrote the names of the 
containers on the blackboar d in a  column and a  scale of cup measure-
ments acros s the width o f the blackboard . Sh e then aske d each grou p 
how many drinking cups of water thei r containe r hel d an d drew lines 
to th e appropriat e plac e o n th e scale . Again sh e asked , "Whic h on e 
holds th e mos t water?" and led th e clas s to arrang e th e container s i n 
rank order , relatin g thi s t o th e ba r graph . After leadin g th e clas s in a 
review of the procedure they had used to solve the problem, she men-
tioned th e specifi c term s tha t ar e used  fo r th e vertica l an d horizonta l 
axes of the graph . I t was a lesson in drawing graphs, but the emphasi s 
was on using one to solve a problem, not on abstract discussion of the 
properties of graphs—and even for fifth graders, humor and water play 
were part of the lesson. 

Stevenson and Stigler's extensive observations showed that Japanese 
teachers usuall y begi n lesson s wit h practica l problem s t o b e solved , 
that the y ar e ofte n willin g t o giv e a n entir e clas s t o workin g o n on e 
problem, an d tha t the y shap e coherenc e throug h th e problem s an d 
explicit summarie s o f what principle s hav e bee n use d t o solv e them . 
Merely getting through a lot of problems to correct answers is not part 
of the classroom program of teaching mathematics. 

Again, th e pictur e I  expecte d o f docile , quie t Japanes e student s 
plodding throug h ream s o f repetitive problems , becomin g computa -
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tional wizard s wit h n o notio n o f th e meanin g o f th e problem s the y 
were dealing with, turned ou t t o b e a  fiction dispelled b y seeing what 
goes on in Japanese classrooms and by looking at the teaching materi-
als Japanese children ar e exposed to . Sam and Ellen found mathemat -
ics hard . Sa m ha d troubl e followin g th e discussion s tha t le d t o 
understanding i n his classes because o f the languag e problem, an d h e 
wasn't accustomed t o depending on us for help with schoolwork. Th e 
pace o f material was difficul t fo r Ellen . I t wa s too eas y not t o d o th e 
drill wor k a t hom e tha t le d t o computationa l proficiency . Ellen' s 
mother di d no t lear n unti l th e yea r wa s almos t ove r tha t he r jo b 
included coaxin g and participating i n practice activitie s to solidif y th e 
understanding of mathematics that comes in the classroom . 

Japanese student s conside r mat h hard , too . I n thei r cas e ther e i s 
nearly alway s a  mother a t hom e wh o wen t throug h Japanes e school s 
herself and who knows what kind of studying it takes to keep up with 
the curriculum , who reinforce s th e importanc e o f doing so , and wh o 
expects to be a mathematics coach during after-schoo l hours—o r wh o 
sends her children to a private tutor or juku fo r help and drilling. 

In spite of the school principal's advice to us that he did not think a 
tutor in Japanese for Sam and Ellen would be necessary, in retrospect I 
think w e shoul d hav e hire d a  colleg e studen t t o hel p Sa m wit h hi s 
schoolwork, an d I  shoul d hav e spen t mor e time  wit h Elle n o n he r 
work. Bu t I  fel t prett y sorr y fo r Sa m an d Ellen , wh o wer e alread y 
spending fort y hour s a  week o r mor e i n school , an d was reluctant t o 
increase their burden. I  usually didn't fee l like doing homework in the 
evenings myself, either. 

S O C I A L S T U D I E S 

Social Studies is one of the most ideological subjects in the curriculu m 
of modern nations. Here, the educators of all countries agree, children 
learn "facts " no t onl y abou t thei r ow n socia l world , bu t abou t th e 
social worlds of people in other times and places. The history childre n 
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learn abou t thei r ow n countr y an d other s i s a story tha t place s socia l 
facts i n a  framewor k fo r interpretation , an d bot h government s an d 
families care deeply about the interpretation presented to children and 
absorbed in this subject a t school. 

That bein g th e case , it was instructive t o se e the material s tha t ar e 
used in Japanese socia l studies classes and text s and t o compar e thos e 
with the corresponding American materials. The first-grade curriculum 
is organized aroun d th e them e o f the socia l life o f the school . Schoo l 
does become for Japanese children a  social life nearly complete in itself 
and thu s i s a social world i n microcosm i n ways it probably i s not fo r 
American students. The textbook is a large picture book with very little 
text, and the captions for pictures ar e phrased a s comments tha t see m 
to com e fro m childre n lookin g a t th e pictures . Th e illustration s ar e 
both drawings and photographs, sometimes mixed on the same page. 

The introductor y uni t i s "Ne w Friends " an d feature s drawing s o f 
first grader s in several school settings: on the playground, entering the 
classroom, an d presentin g thei r self-portrait s t o b e hun g o n th e bul -
letin board . The pictures include teachers , but children ar e more cen -
tral. Th e physica l feature s o f th e classroo m an d schoo l yar d ar e 
prominent. Lik e th e curriculum , thes e ar e nearl y unifor m fo r th e 
whole country of Japan. 

Unit 1 , "Our School, " moves in pictures through activitie s that th e 
whole schoo l participate s in , suc h a s schoo l assembly , t o specialize d 
activities and thei r spaces—th e orchestr a room , the library , the teach -
ers' room , an d others . Ther e i s a  picture t o stimulat e discussio n o n 
school equipmen t tha t everyon e share s an d schoo l equipmen t tha t i s 
the sam e fo r everyon e bu t i s individuall y owned . A  secon d unit , 
"School Workers, " illustrate s th e role s o f teachers , th e schoo l nurse , 
the kitchen workers, and the maintenance men . 

The third unit, entitled "Summe r Has Come," marks the end of the 
first third o f the school year and discusses the special activities of sum-
mer an d it s specia l food s an d clothing . I t emphasize s th e contrast s 
between summer and winter. The fourth uni t is about a neighborhood 
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park, picturin g th e man y activitie s tha t tak e plac e there , th e facilitie s 
that ar e ther e t o b e shared , an d th e man y differen t kind s o f peopl e 
who us e th e park . Ther e seem s t o b e a  paralle l draw n betwee n th e 
school world presented i n the first unit, with its varied public and pri-
vate facets, and the public park. 

The next unit, "Roads to School," looks at other features o f the sur-
rounding neighborhood . Th e pictures ar e rich in detai l (an d Japanes e 
towns all look enough alike that they will be familiar to everyone), and 
the artisti c perspectives that ar e used to portray the scenes are compli-
cated, sometimes overhead lookin g down , viewpoints tha t see m to b e 
designed t o lead into map making—and tha t i s the activit y of the firs t 
graders shown on the last page of the unit, construction o f a large map 
on th e floor  o f the classroom . Traffi c safet y i n travelin g throug h th e 
neighborhood i s also emphasized. 

A uni t calle d "Wor k a t Home " present s a  fairly sexis t vie w o f th e 
division o f labo r i n a  "typical " family : a n employe d father , a  mothe r 
apparently no t employe d outsid e th e hom e (thoug h abou t hal f th e 
mothers o f elementary schoo l childre n ar e employe d [Japa n Institut e 
of Labour 1989:72]) , a grandmother, and two children. Some attempt 
to step outside the usual sex role typing of household jobs can be seen, 
as when the father and the son dry the dishes the mother is washing, or 
when th e fathe r hand s a  plate o f food t o someone , bu t generally , th e 
mother's wor k i s housework an d th e father' s wor k i s invisibly some -
where else. 

Ellen said that when this unit was going on, each him  group consti -
tuted itsel f a s a  family—she wa s the littl e sister—an d acte d ou t man y 
different activities . I  remembe r bein g irritate d a t th e request s fo r 
household equipmen t to be sent to school: a vacuum cleaner, a mop, a 
pail an d rags , dishes , an d pot s an d pans . The y eve n di d laundr y a t 
school fo r thi s unit , includin g ironin g an d foldin g clothes . Talkin g 
about household task s is not a s good a  learning tool as doing them, in 
the view of the Japanese teachers. A notion made explicit in this unit is 
that schoo l i s the wor k o f children. Jus t a s their mother s cook , shop , 
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and clean , an d thei r father s g o t o wor k an d fix  thing s aroun d th e 
house, children g o t o schoo l an d study . The en d o f the secon d ter m 
comes a t the beginnin g o f winter, an d th e uni t "Season s an d Life " i s 
another opportunit y t o stres s th e changin g activitie s correlate d wit h 
the seasons of the year. 

The last long unit of the year is entitled "Sinc e I Was Born . . . " an d 
talks abou t th e change s in physica l an d socia l abilitie s tha t eac h chil d 
has experience d sinc e birth . Picture s o f children a t differen t age s ar e 
brought fro m hom e fo r posters , alon g with clothes , toys , and famil y 
reminiscences, t o mak e concret e th e change s tha t hav e take n place . 
Into this schema are put all the many experiences of the first grade that 
have contributed to children's growing up, things like Sports Day, the 
school excursion , the enterin g ceremony , and swimmin g lessons . The 
conclusion points out tha t "Soo n We'll Be Second Graders. " Like the 
seeds o f morning glories , first  graders hav e grow n an d changed , an d 
they are about to enter a new stage of life as second graders. 

Several standard American socia l studies curricul a als o take a s their 
starting points the socia l life o f school, the family a s a social unit, an d 
the personal development of children from birt h to first grade. But the 
American curriculum for the year also includes a number o f other top-
ics—a littl e history , usuall y relate d t o holiday s lik e Thanksgiving an d 
Martin Luthe r King , Jr. , Day , an d definition s o f basi c huma n need s 
and wants , explici t consideratio n o f rule s tha t characteriz e families , 
schools, and neighborhoods, and pictures o f unifying place s and sym-
bols for the whole nation: the Capitol , the White House, the Statue of 
Liberty, Mount Rushmore . In al l of this there is an overt emphasis on 
variety of people and forms for living in groups. Each unit, on housing 
for instance , o r meals , give s picture s o f scene s fro m othe r countrie s 
(Japan, Norway, India, and Nigeria in one text series). 

Within th e Unite d State s the variety of physical types , ethnic back -
grounds, famil y forms , an d individualit y ar e emphasized . Difference s 
in living patterns in cities, suburbs, and rural areas are pointed out, and 
the fac t tha t th e foo d i n th e loca l stor e come s fro m man y differen t 
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places. It looks as though conscious effort ha s gone into choosing pic-
tures tha t brea k possibl e stereotype s abou t gender , race , an d ethni c 
patterns i n occupation s an d activitie s an d tha t sho w people wit h dis -
abilities doing possibly unexpected things . 

Perhaps becaus e th e Unite d State s i s mor e varie d tha n Japa n i n 
terms o f geography , settlemen t patterns , an d architectura l environ -
ment, the pictures in the U.S. texts seem more abstrac t and less realis-
tic than those in Japanese texts , where for an American reader a t least, 
part o f the deligh t in looking a t the pictures comes  from recognizin g 
features on e ha s seen in one' s ow n neighborhoo d an d al l over Japan . 
I've travele d al l over th e Unite d States , too, an d th e drawing s i n th e 
American text s loo k lik e n o place s I'v e eve r seen , i n contras t t o th e 
photos, which are readily identifiable . 

American childre n ar e presente d i n th e first-grad e curriculu m i n 
social studies with a  world tha t ha s greater tim e depth , more connec -
tion with the world outside , and more variety and complex structure s 
within thei r own country than th e world show n to Japanese children . 
The tex t i s muc h mor e verbal , wit h significan t writte n passage s tha t 
seem to be beyond the reading level of many or most first graders. The 
text and other material are more complex and difficult tha n the materi-
als fo r Japanes e first  graders ; the y ar e noticeabl y mor e abstract , les s 
connected with daily life and personal experience. 

In Japa n fifth  grader s stud y Japan , an d i n th e Unite d State s man y 
fifth grader s stud y th e Unite d States . I n Japa n th e tw o smal l fifth-
grade texts for the year are supplemented with a glossy, handsome adas 
full o f maps , charts , an d graph s an d a  grim , gra y stud y guide . Fiv e 
units for the year cover agriculture, fisheries, manufacturing an d tradi-
tional craft s i n Japan , an d th e lan d form s an d climati c pattern s o f 
Japan. The written materia l in the textbooks i s quite informal i n style, 
and the mea t o f the conten t seem s to b e in the man y visual presenta -
tions of data in the adas . Only in the section on agricultur e i s any his-
torical perspective given . I n thi s unit change s in the las t forty years as 
Japanese agricultur e ha s becom e mor e mechanize d ar e highlighted . 
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Family sketches of the activities and income of both a full-time farmin g 
household an d a  part-time farmin g househol d ar e presented . Wha t i s 
striking about thes e sketches is how ful l o f quantitative dat a they are . 
Not onl y does the text say that transplanting rice seedlings used to b e 
more time-consuming , bu t i t also specifies tha t forty years ago it too k 
five peopl e te n day s an d no w i t take s on e perso n on e day . Charts , 
graphs, and pictures make more quantitative comparisons having to do 
with plowing, harvesting, and other activities. 

The feeling s an d atmospher e o f farm lif e ar e als o presented , how -
ever, in terms of the things farmers worry about—the weather, mainly, 
and whether they have made the right decisions about seed variety, fer-
tilizer, and timing . The anxiet y of having al l one's effort s an d incom e 
dependent o n on e harvest , which i s affected b y many factor s farmer s 
can't control , i s discussed. Th e sectio n o n agricultur e i s the onl y on e 
presented in such human detail , however; the sections on fisheries and 
manufactures don' t have this kind of humanized approach . 

Possibly thi s i s becaus e Japa n wa s onl y recentl y a  countr y wher e 
most people were engaged in agriculture. In 196 0 almost a third of all 
Japanese household s wer e engage d i n agriculture , ful l o r par t time . 
Add to this Japanese with relatives who are farmers, and a large part of 
the tota l population i s included. Th e number o f people in agricultur e 
is steadily declining, but farmers remain an important political and cul-
tural force in Japan. 

The arias used by fifth graders is notable for the quality of the print-
ing and production, the lavish use of color and color photography, and 
mostly fo r th e shee r amoun t o f dat a tha t i s presente d i n char t an d 
graph form . Bein g abl e t o diges t an d comprehen d dat a presente d i n 
this way is a sophisticated accomplishment . 

A general overall impression o f the text materials for Americans and 
Japanese in social studies is that the American material is mostly words, 
with a few charts and pictures, and the Japanese material is much more 
heavily visual , with dat a presente d i n chart s an d graphs , som e quit e 
complicated, rathe r tha n i n prose. A lot o f interpretation i s necessary, 
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and i s discussed in class , to mak e these chart s and graph s meaningful . 
A great dea l o f information i s packed int o thi s mode o f presentation , 
an overwhelming amount, it seems to me. 

What th e words o f the American fifth-grad e text s talk abou t i s the 
history o f th e Unite d States . Th e tim e perio d deal t wit h i s fro m 
40,000 year s ag o throug h th e Col d War , th e first  landin g o n th e 
moon, Martin Luther King, Jr., the Civil Rights movement, the Cuba n 
Missile crisis , an d th e Vietna m War . (Experienc e suggest s tha t mos t 
classes don't ge t through al l this material , and it' s the moder n perio d 
that is usually omitted.) Though the text does not go into vivid detail, 
there i s continuou s referenc e t o th e conflict s betwee n group s an d 
interests tha t hav e characterize d America n history . Separat e sections , 
nearly a  hal f o f th e text , dea l wit h th e geograph y o f region s o f th e 
United States . Also included ar e chapter s o n th e histor y an d geogra -
phy of Mexico and Canada . 

The American material is much broader in historical and social scope 
than th e Japanes e fifth-grade  material ; th e Japanes e materia l i s muc h 
more thoroug h an d analytical . The American materia l i s more overtl y 
ideological, in that it presents a view of America that emphasizes a par-
ticular interpretation o f American history and resources, specifically, an 
interpretation tha t promotes patriotism an d identification wit h a  set of 
social an d politica l goal s fo r th e Unite d States . N o suc h materia l i s 
found i n the Japanese text . 

In bot h countrie s the materials in social studies curricula are poten-
tially politically contentious, but the policy in America has been to rec-
ognize the importance of this part of school for citizenship learning and 
to present a consensus view of the United States. In Japan the response 
has bee n t o eliminat e th e over t politica l conten t an d presen t mor e 
"factual" material , with littie or no social or political interpretation . 

Other area s o f politica l socializatio n ar e handle d differenti y i n th e 
two countries, too. The ritual of saying the Pledge of Allegiance to the 
flag is a normal part o f American schoo l life , and its purpose, to make 
children feel like united American citizens, is recognized and accepted . 
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Patriotic songs , suc h a s "Th e Star-Spangle d Banner, " "Americ a th e 
Beautiful," an d "M y Country, 'Ti s of Thee," are used in U.S. schools 
with n o protest . Th e nationa l fla g i s displayed prominentl y i n severa l 
locations in schools both public and private, and no one seems to think 
this is inappropriate. 

In Japan , however , wher e sinc e th e en d o f the Secon d Worl d War 
teachers have been a  leftish politica l group and opposed t o many poli-
cies of the lightis h Ministr y o f Education, th e displa y of the nationa l 
flag in schools has been opposed and minimized; many teachers refus e 
to teac h o r sin g the nationa l anthe m (actuall y a  song t o th e empero r 
that i s not quit e th e officia l anthe m bu t th e closes t thin g t o i t Japa n 
has) o r othe r patrioti c music . Schoo l text s d o no t presen t materia l 
related to the national holidays of Japan, some of which have political 
significance. Amon g thes e ar e th e Emperor' s Birthday , Constitutio n 
Day, an d Accessio n Day , whic h commemorate s th e firs t (mythical ) 
Japanese emperor . 

Religion, religiou s symbol s an d holidays , prayer , an d mora l value s 
that man y American s identif y wit h religio n ar e perennia l source s o f 
contention i n America n school s an d o n bot h th e loca l an d nationa l 
political scene. Nationalism in the schools is an issue that emerges only 
sporadically, as when high school students in the late 1960s wore black 
armbands to protest the Vietnam war, or when some students on reli-
gious grounds declin e to say the Pledge of Allegiance. Nationalism i n 
Japanese school s is an ongoing politica l issue in Japan, bu t religio n is 
not. Th e socia l studies curriculum i n each countr y reflect s tha t coun -
try's orientation s t o socia l problems . Th e curriculu m o f America n 
schools is overtly political and religiously "neutral." The curriculum of 
Japanese schools is politically "neutral" on the issue of nationalism and 
less indoctrinating than the U.S. curriculum. 



7 
The Res t of the Da y 

L E S S O N S A T L U N C H 

J^t ' s no t a  hard an d fas t rule , but Japanese elementar y school teach -
ers see m t o prefe r t o schedul e th e "heavy " academi c subject s fo r 
before lunc h time, since lunch an d th e activitie s tha t g o with i t brea k 
up th e concentratio n tha t th e lon g mornin g provides ; i t als o make s 
children an d teacher s a  little mor e lethargic . I n thi s book , too , lunc h 
will provide a  break in the academi c discussions . Lunch take s a  majo r 
chunk of the school day in Japan, however, and it's a  mistake to thin k 
of it only as a distraction and not part of the curriculum . 

A question we encountered ove r and over from Japanes e during our 
time i n Japan was , "Can yo u ea t Japanese food? " At first we though t 
this wa s a  wa y o f askin g whethe r w e coul d us e chopsticks , s o w e 
answered tha t Chines e restaurant s i n Americ a ha d taugh t u s t o cop e 
with tha t problem . Bu t that' s no t wha t th e questio n wa s about , no r 
was i t abou t a  specifi c issu e lik e eatin g ra w fish,  whic h al l Japanes e 
know is not a  Western custom . 

The question really arises from th e Japanese feeling that their food is 
a unique cuisine , part of their national character , so that non- Japanese 
are not expected to be able to eat it, let alone enjoy it. Japanese cuisine 
taken as a whole, the range and combinations of ingredients, tastes, and 
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textures and the patterns of combining them in a meal, is unique, shar-
ing very little in characte r with othe r Asian food patterns . Unlike th e 
French or the Chinese , who assume that everyone will adore their cui-
sine once exposed to it because it is simply the universal best, Japanese 
feel tha t thei r foo d i s not somethin g other s wil l tak e to , an d they'r e 
not a t all sure that they want others to be able to eat and enjoy it . 

Having encountered thi s question often an d having experienced th e 
frequent newsletter s and discussions about lunch at Sam's preschool, I 
didn't find it too surprising that both the school board officials and the 
principal o f Okub o Higash i raise d th e questio n o f schoo l lunc h a s a 
possible stumblin g bloc k t o havin g Sam and Elle n atten d thi s school . 
They seeme d ver y insistent , however , an d I  though t i t curiou s tha t 
such a  minor point would b e raised more than once . But I  hate pack-
ing schoo l lunches , s o I  wasn' t abou t t o sugges t t o anyone , chil d o r 
adult, that such an alternative might be available. 

Sam and Ellen didn't say much about it , but they were understand -
ably a  little anxiou s abou t thi s issue , too. Japanese cuisin e i s about a s 
different fro m America n a s it could get , and they have been expecte d 
to pu t u p with a  lot o f very weird foo d i n travel s with thei r parents . 
(And at home, too, to hear them tel l it.) When they came home fro m 
school thei r first  day , th e first  topi c o f conversatio n wa s th e foo d a t 
lunch—how goo d i t ha d been , an d wha t wa s i t anyway ? ( A fish and 
vegetable stew , Sa m said , an d Elle n resolve d neve r t o ea t anythin g 
unidentified again , since she "hates fish.")  On the day the rice, usually 
a reliable friend, turned out to be mixed with one-inch long, skinny sil-
ver fish with brigh t blu e eyes , there wer e som e comment s a t home , 
too. Gradually we picked up more tidbits of talk and comments abou t 
lunch and learned why lunch is part of the curriculum, how it fits into 
a sense of Japanese identity, and why when a group of Japanese go to a 
restaurant they all order the same thing. 

Every mont h a  detaile d pla n i s sen t home , givin g th e menu s fo r 
lunch eac h da y a t school . I t list s th e dishe s fo r th e da y an d tell s 
whether i t is a bread-, rice-, or noodle-centered meal ; also provided is 
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a breakdow n o f the ingredient s use d int o fou r categories—bodybuild -
ing foods , heat - an d energy-givin g foods , bod y harmony-regulatin g 
foods, an d seasonings . Th e firs t thre e see m t o paralle l America n cate -
gories o f proteins , carbohydrates , an d fruit s an d vegetables . Mil k i s 
given t o childre n ever y day , bu t the y ge t n o dessert s excep t fruit , 
included abou t hal f the time . 

A sample men u base d o n brea d migh t includ e a  meat stew , a cucum -
ber salad , a  roll , milk , an d fruit ; o r chicke n wit h lemo n sauce , potat o 
salad, a  slice o f bread, an d fruit . A  meal centere d o n ric e might includ e 
oyako donburi,  a  dis h o f seasone d chicke n mea t an d eg g o n to p o f a 
bowl o f rice, a  slice o f pumpkin frie d wit h sesam e seeds , mixed pickle d 
vegetables, and milk . Chopstick s ar e used fo r som e meals , but a  spoon -
fork i s used fo r th e mor e Wester n meals . 

Each month' s men u pla n als o illustrate s food s i n seaso n an d dis -
cusses healthfu l eating . I n Octobe r th e importanc e o f calciu m an d 
fiber wer e highlighted , a  numbe r o f food s containin g the m wer e 
shown, an d th e consequence s o f a  shortag e (cavitie s an d unhealth y 
gums) were pointed out . I n Februar y th e dange r o f the mont h wa s no t 
getting enoug h exercise : people hav e a  tendency t o sta y in thei r war m 
rooms, huddled aroun d th e heater s an d gettin g fat , durin g thi s coldes t 
part o f the year . For March , th e las t month o f the schoo l year , childre n 
are give n a  checklis t o f healthfu l die t habit s an d offere d th e opportu -
nity t o scor e themselves . Th e guideline s sugges t tha t the y shoul d ea t 
80 percen t food s the y like an d 2 0 percen t one s the y don' t car e fo r an d 
that the y shoul d drin k mil k an d ea t soybea n product s ever y day , no t 
eat to o muc h mea t an d fish,  remembe r t o ea t gree n vegetables , an d 
avoid drinkin g juic e an d th e like . "Th e like, " I  think , include s sof t 
drinks an d coffee , sol d i n th e sam e kind s o f cans a s juice. 

Most o f th e menu s see m nutritionall y i n lin e wit h America n think -
ing o n goo d eatin g habits , an d mos t o f th e advic e sound s a  lo t lik e 
what w e hea r i n th e Unite d States . Th e majo r differenc e i s in th e clas -
sification o f frui t an d th e effect s o f swee t foods . Frui t i s considere d a 
sweet an d therefor e bot h fattenin g an d debilitating , sinc e swee t thing s 
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cause letharg y an d lisdessness , not , a s i n th e Unite d States , a  suga r 
high. Pregnan t wome n avoi d fruit s fo r thi s reason , an d whe n I 
included appl e juic e an d a  banan a i n th e lunc h fo r m y childre n o n 
Sports Day, I was seen as sabotaging thei r efforts . (Th e peanut butte r 
sandwich made it even worse.) A sweet tooth is considered a stereotyp-
ically feminine, childis h characteristic , and I  expec t tha t olde r boy s in 
elementary school are moving away from likin g sweet things. 

Nutrition and health are major focuses of the school lunch program, 
and th e histor y o f the progra m i s rooted i n thes e concerns . I t bega n 
during th e America n occupatio n a s a  wa y o f improvin g th e die t o f 
children i n th e war-impoverishe d country ; America n surplu s food s 
supplemented what was available in Japan. The inclusion of milk as an 
ordinary beverag e fo r childre n i n th e Japanes e die t date s fro m thi s 
period, as do meals without rice. 

The contemporar y importanc e o f schoo l lunc h i s no t nutrition , 
however; i t i s th e socia l rol e o f eatin g togethe r and  all  eating  the 
same thing. When teacher s an d administrator s tal k abou t lunch , thi s 
is what the y emphasize . When childre n an d parents tal k abou t lunch , 
this is what they talk about, too. The Japanese recognize that individu-
als have differen t foo d preferences , an d the y recognize tha t ther e ar e 
certain food s childre n typicall y don' t like—carrots,  fo r on e example , 
and things that require a lot of chewing, for another. At home the gen-
eral expectation i s that thes e preferences wil l be catered to , and man y 
mothers d o prepar e differen t dishes , o r entirel y differen t menus , fo r 
different member s o f the family . Bu t i n th e contex t o f a  group, suc h 
insistence o n individualis m i s not onl y a  nuisance bu t als o disruptiv e 
and destructive . On e ough t t o b e willin g t o subordinat e one' s ow n 
tastes in tha t situation . Thi s i s a  hard lesso n fo r Japanes e childre n t o 
learn, bu t on e tha t adult s fee l ver y strongl y about . I t doesn' t see m 
obvious t o Japanes e childre n tha t thi s aspec t o f sel f is one tha t need s 
to b e give n up . T o behav e properly , i t i s no t enoug h no t t o insis t 
on food s on e is fond of ; i t is required tha t on e ea t foods tha t ar e dis-
liked. Health ma y be improved b y this, but mora l characte r definitel y 
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is—selfishness roote d out , sincerit y an d cooperatio n exhibite d an d 
attained. 

By th e tim e the y ar e adults , Japanes e hav e learne d thi s lesso n s o 
well, and have come to fee l s o strongly tha t th e camaraderi e o f eating 
in a  grou p include s eatin g th e sam e foods , tha t the y naturall y plac e 
identical orders in restaurants. When groups travel and eat in hotels or 
inns, the sam e meal is served to everyone , ordered b y the hos t o r th e 
most senio r perso n present . A t wedding s o r memoria l rite s th e sam e 
meal is given t o al l participants. When familie s din e ou t together , th e 
same unanimit y o f choice i s not necessaril y seen . Mos t famil y restau -
rants hav e children' s menus , an d i n famil y group s peopl e ma y orde r 
individually. 

School lunc h i s importan t becaus e i t i s a  lesso n i n grou p life , i n 
learning to like putting aside one's own preferences i n order to appea r 
and fee l more like a  part o f the group . I t i s a lesson tha t take s severa l 
years to learn fully . Ellen' s teache r was stric t abou t tryin g everything , 
and Sam's was less so. Overall, they both complained less about schoo l 
lunch than they do in the United States . 

In a  different way , too, lunch i s part o f the mora l curriculum . I t i s 
served b y students, in the classroom , and student s ar e responsible fo r 
cleaning up afterward . It' s no t s o easy to look a t a  cauldron o f rice or 
stew and dish it up so that all forty students get helpings that they like, 
but starting in first grade this responsibility is left t o children . Because 
food i s served b y children t o othe r children , ther e i s also some roo m 
for negotiation with the servers for smaller or larger helpings of partic-
ular foods . Your friends ma y help you ou t a s a friend, o r the y may be 
less accommodatin g an d becom e par t o f th e pee r grou p pressur e t o 
conform t o the approved group eating behavior. Children who spill or 
make messe s caus e wor k eithe r fo r themselve s o r th e cleanu p crew , 
who will not b e shy about showing their displeasure. Everyone takes a 
turn a t the lunch chores; they are neither reward nor punishment . 

Pleasing an d bein g fai r t o everyone , takin g turn s a t responsibilit y 
and no t causin g troubl e fo r others , enjoyin g th e sociabilit y o f eatin g 
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together, finding a  sense of community in shared activitie s and share d 
food—all these are things to be learned while eating a nutritious lunch. 

The issue of school lunch as a distinctively Japanese activity has also 
recently come t o th e foregroun d o f public attention . Th e man y fami -
lies returning fro m oversea s brin g with the m storie s o f how differen t 
lunch is in foreign settings , and their stories reconfirm th e social learn-
ing that goes on. When Japanese children in the United States speak of 
what they miss about Japan, school lunch is often o n the list, and when 
Japanese adult s talk abou t th e difference s betwee n U.S . and Japanes e 
schools, lunch i s a topic usually raised. School lunch i s about learnin g 
to be a social human, specifically a  Japanese human. 

In par t becaus e o f this , an d als o becaus e o f a  generall y increasin g 
concern abou t wha t i t i s t o b e Japanese , th e actua l food s serve d a t 
lunch hav e com e unde r scrutiny . As mentioned before , thi s progra m 
started unde r occupatio n force s initiativ e an d with American food s a s 
an importan t elemen t i n th e menus . No w ther e i s some impetu s fo r 
getting ri d o f th e "foreign " element s i n th e food . Thi s ha s bee n 
expressed i n th e sentimen t tha t moder n Japanes e childre n ar e no t 
becoming skillful enoug h in the use of chopsticks and that the schools 
should assis t in passing on this skill by serving more meals that require 
chopsticks. Take n a t fac e value , thi s criticis m o f the younge r genera -
tion i s not very credible . The Japanes e die t ha s changed an d becom e 
more cosmopolita n recently , bu t Wester n foo d an d Wester n eatin g 
implements hav e by no mean s supplanted Japanes e custom s a t home . 
Children use chopsticks routinely and often a t home. Nor has it ever in 
the pas t bee n par t o f the school' s tas k to teac h childre n t o us e chop-
sticks. Onl y a s anothe r assertio n o f "Japanese-ness " doe s thi s mak e 
sense. It could be interpreted b y Japanese of some liberal political per-
suasions as another move on the part o f the Ministry of Education, o r 
the education establishmen t generally , to reestablish the inculcation o f 
patriotism an d Japanes e identit y a s part o f the legitimat e functio n o f 
public schools, a function tha t has been vigorously contested sinc e the 
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end o f the Secon d Worl d War . Okub o Higash i serve d chopstic k meal s 
about 4 0 percen t o f the time . 

P H Y S I C A L E D U C A T I O N 

Japanese school s hav e larg e playground s an d athleti c fields.  Thes e 
spaces contras t with th e congeste d building s aroun d the m an d i n mos t 
neighborhoods ar e the onl y open areas . They almos t alway s seem t o b e 
filled wit h boy s an d girl s i n physica l educatio n uniforms , al l o f the m 
active. I  ha d bee n mor e o r les s prepare d fo r a  stron g academi c pro -
gram i n Japanes e elementar y schools , bu t I  wa s surprise d a t th e 
emphasis place d o n physica l educatio n an d othe r nonacademi c sub -
jects, such a s art an d music . Japanes e educatio n ha s take n t o hear t th e 
notion o f educating th e whole child . 

Japanese school s approac h physica l educatio n a s a n educationall y 
important subjec t tha t shoul d b e fun . Childre n shoul d lear n skills , 
strength, an d endurance , taugh t throug h a  sound pedagog y an d lot s o f 
practice. Everyone , no t jus t thos e wit h athleti c ability , ca n becom e 
physically proficient an d have fun . Physica l education i s one o f the sub -
jects th e nationa l Ministr y o f Educatio n require s an d provide s a  cur -
riculum for . No t onl y ar e ther e detaile d guide s fo r teachers , bu t ther e 
are als o specifie d number s o f hour s o f physica l educatio n classe s eac h 
year (thre e periods per week), and ther e i s a textbook fo r eac h grade . I t 
had neve r occurre d t o anyon e i n ou r famil y tha t ther e coul d b e suc h a 
thing. There' s homework , too ! 

Children an d teacher s alway s chang e int o thei r physica l educatio n 
uniforms i n th e classroom . Classe s ar e usuall y hel d outdoor s o n th e 
playground, an d th e equipmen t ther e i s use d i n th e curriculum — 
it's th e sam e i n nearl y ever y schoo l i n Japan . Eac h schoo l als o ha s a 
gymnasium an d a  swimming poo l fo r us e in the physica l education pro -
gram. Th e regula r classroo m teache r als o teache s physica l education , 
wearing a  trac k sui t fo r thes e classe s an d participatin g vigorousl y i n 
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demonstrations. Some are known to be better at this that others; Sam's 
teacher wa s considere d a  ver y athleti c woma n wh o ha d n o troubl e 
keeping up with the fifth-grade boys, and this was worthy of comment. 

Children see m t o enjo y thes e classes , an d th e genera l philosoph y 
that everyone can do everything, with effort an d practice, is in full play 
here. Competition betwee n individuals is consistently minimized; even 
team activitie s ar e mostl y o f th e kin d i n whic h an y on e individual' s 
efforts ar e submerge d i n th e group' s efforts , s o tha t prais e o r blam e 
are not easily attached to specific people . But the skill s that each child 
is expected t o learn ar e quite challenging , and ther e ar e definite stan -
dards for achievement . 

The physica l educatio n curriculu m an d styl e o f presentin g ne w 
material shares some general features with the pedagogical style foun d 
in othe r subjects . Eac h stag e start s wit h instruction s i n ho w t o d o 
something everyon e ca n alread y d o an d move s o n t o thing s tha t ar e 
new Thes e are presented i n the same format a s the ones already mas-
tered. Th e effec t seem s t o b e t o entic e kid s int o ne w competencie s 
with minima l anxiety , a  sort o f "Well , I  di d th e las t step , so I  gues s I 
can d o th e nex t one , too " attitude . ( I can' t hel p thinkin g tha t a n 
equally plausible reaction would b e "I t can' t b e very serious if they're 
teaching m e stuf f I  alread y know, " bu t I  didn' t se e an y sign s tha t 
Japanese react that way.) 

In keepin g wit h thi s strategy , th e first-grade  textboo k fo r physica l 
education open s b y showin g picture s o f ho w t o us e th e playgroun d 
equipment t o play . There ar e pictures o f children climbin g the jungl e 
gym, jumping ove r th e tire  hurdles , an d swingin g fro m th e monke y 
bars. Thi s sam e equipmen t i s foun d i n publi c playground s an d 
preschools, an d everyon e know s ho w t o us e it . Mos t America n chil -
dren figure out what to do with a jungle gym without any instruction; 
so do Japanese kids. 

The next page shows diagrams of how to run a simple relay race and 
of three version s o f tag , agai n game s childre n ar e very familia r with . 
Then ther e ar e som e picture s o f things t o d o o n th e stationar y bars , 
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such a s skinnin g th e cat , severa l mounts , an d turn s o r somersaults , 
which ar e no t necessaril y familiar . Othe r picture s o n thi s pag e sho w 
first graders on low balance beams . Depicting severa l children o n on e 
beam at once is not just for economy of illustration; it's part of the les-
son, mentioned i n th e bo x a t th e to p o f the page . If  severa l childre n 
can us e a  piece o f equipmen t a t th e sam e time , n o on e wil l hav e t o 
spend much time waiting for a  turn, and everyone will get more prac-
tice and play time. 

On thi s page for the first time is a little chart for gradin g one's ow n 
performance. Mos t succeeding sections of the textbook include such a 
chart. Severa l questions abou t th e activitie s o f the uni t ar e asked, and 
children ar e asked whether the y could d o these things very well, well, 
or if they needed improvement . Bu t the questions , to my surprise, are 
not focuse d o n objectiv e o r competitiv e measure s o f competence . 
Every se t o f question s include s th e wor d tanoshii,  "enjoyable, pleas -
ant." It' s th e wor d teacher s an d parent s us e t o entic e childre n int o 
doing something . "Tr y it , i t wil l b e fun. " Or , "Di d yo u hav e fun! 1" 
Children ar e really directed t o as k themselves, "Did I  succeed i n hav-
ing fu n doin g thes e activities? " Hidde n i n thes e question s i s a n 
assumption tha t skil l brings pleasure, that bein g able to do somethin g 
makes tha t activit y enjoyable , tha t th e wa y to hav e fu n i s to becom e 
skillful, and that one ought to evaluate this aspect of one's own partic-
ipation. Failin g to hav e fun i n required activitie s is a failure, too , on e 
that can be measured only by self-evaluation, no t by grades. 

The question s als o focus o n doin g activitie s according to th e rules , 
safely an d cooperatively . B y fifth  grad e th e question s ar e als o askin g 
whether one has really tried and has set goals for learning new skills or 
improving one' s performance . Th e fifth-grade  tex t als o has numerou s 
charts o f national performance average s an d provides places to calcu -
late clas s average s a s wel l a s t o recor d one' s ow n achievements . 
Competition an d measurin g onesel f agains t other s come s int o pla y 
here, but the competition i s not directiy against classmates so much as 
contributing to the class's record compared with other classes. 
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Each year' s textboo k include s a  wid e rang e o f activities : lot s o f 
gymnastics, swimming, field events, racing and relay races, basketball , 
soccer an d softball , calisthenics , an d dancing . Thes e ar e al l profusel y 
illustrated. Ther e ar e als o yearl y fitness  test s wit h nationa l standard s 
given for children to meet . 

The textbook s fo r physica l educatio n ar e no t jus t fo r show . I n 
Ellen's class each physical education period was preceded by looking at 
the textbook t o study the day' s activities . At this level there ar e many 
pictures an d no t muc h text . Man y o f th e picture s ar e serie s pho -
tographs o r drawing s showin g ho w a  game shoul d b e played , a  relay 
race run , o r a  gymnastics move attempted . Th e clas s changed clothe s 
and move d t o th e playgroun d and , afte r shor t reminder s abou t wha t 
they were to do, started the active part of the class. Usually the begin -
ning o f class included a  demonstration o f the activity , done b y a  stu-
dent o r th e teacher . Sa m reported tha t th e fifth-grade  procedur e wa s 
about the same but with less use of the textbook. Probabl y other stu -
dents read the text for homework, but Sam was unable to do this. 

I attende d par t o f Sam's physical education clas s on one o f the par -
ents' visitin g days . Th e student s i n thei r uniform s wer e standin g 
loosely around the gym at the beginning of class, ignoring the visiting 
mothers. The y were wearing headband s i n fou r differen t colors . Th e 
class bega n a s th e dail y monitor s looke d aroun d a t thei r classmates , 
announced it was time to begin, gave the signal for everyone to bow to 
the teacher , an d intone d th e usua l openin g formula , "Sensei,  onegcti 
shimasu" "Teacher , please teach us." 

The firs t activit y was warm-up calisthenics led by the teacher with a 
whisde. The routin e seeme d familia r t o everyone . Even thoug h som e 
students were not very enthusiastic about doing these, no one stopped 
to scol d them , an d n o chil d refuse d altogethe r t o participate . Nex t 
they quickl y divide d int o group s o f five  for som e gymnastics , agai n 
done by whisde and command. These involved various balancing rou-
tines that would show up in the Sports Day performances later . Again, 
everyone seeme d t o hav e the m prett y wel l unde r control , bu t occa -
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sional mistake s passe d withou t commen t an d wer e self-corrected . Al l 
of these activities moved alon g quickly and more o r less in unison bu t 
certainly di d no t loo k militaristic . The y woul d hav e seeme d rathe r 
sloppy if military appearance had been the goal. But if the goal was for 
everyone t o proceed a t a  quick bu t individua l pace , and fo r everyon e 
to do everything , then i t was well done. Next they lined up b y height 
and divided into groups to do basketball drills . I heard from Sa m later 
that afte r th e drill s the y playe d a  "game " o f basketball . Th e par t I 
watched took about twenty minutes of a forty-five-minute period . 

Textbooks give a good indication of what goes on in school but no t 
a tota l picture . However , durin g summe r vacatio n al l childre n 
attended schoo l swimmin g classes , and becaus e thes e wer e hel d out -
doors, it was easy for me to sit under a  nearby tree and see how things 
proceeded. O n variou s visit s t o th e school , I  watche d othe r physica l 
education classe s outdoor s a s well, an d Sport s Da y i s a  showcase fo r 
what children do in physical education . 

On the first day of swimming classes for Ellen' s group, about eighty 
students an d onl y si x o r seve n mother s wer e present . Eac h chil d 
brought a  unifor m swimmin g suit , wit h a  larg e nam e labe l o n it , a 
swimming cap , green fo r first  graders , an d a  health chec k card . Thi s 
card is to be shown before eac h swimming lesson. You're supposed t o 
take your child's temperature in the morning and record it , along with 
comments on thei r health that day . A teacher checks the card for eac h 
child and stamps it . One bo y who didn' t hav e the car d was sent in t o 
telephone home . Hi s mothe r cam e an d looke d throug h hi s pack fo r 
the car d an d couldn' t find  it . She had t o acquir e a  new one fro m th e 
office an d say he was okay. Then he was allowed in. 

The student s wer e divide d int o fou r groups , thoug h thes e didn' t 
seem t o b e abilit y groups . Ther e wer e tw o classroo m teacher s i n 
charge o f gettin g th e poo l ready , checkin g cards , an d checkin g th e 
water temperature an d purity, and ther e was one teache r who di d th e 
swimming instruction. The first routine was stretching exercises . (The 
boy wh o cam e i n lat e becaus e h e didn' t hav e hi s car d wa s take n 
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through thes e separately before h e joined the group. ) All the childre n 
seemed please d t o b e doin g thes e an d cooperated . I n this , a s in th e 
other join t activitie s tha t followed , thoug h th e teacher s clearl y 
expected everyone to be doing them together, they were not willing to 
take the time to ge t 10 0 percent attention—8 5 t o 90 percent seeme d 
to b e sufficien t fo r the m t o mov e on . Ther e wa s n o on e wh o wa s 
totally uncooperative; they all joined in before the activity was over. 

After the stretching there were a few sentences of talk, and then th e 
first hal f of the student s go t into the water , on a  shallow ledge a t th e 
edge, an d proceede d t o splas h themselve s gentl y i n th e tummy , the n 
turn around an d splash each other's back . Then the second group go t 
in t o d o th e sam e thing . Elle n wa s i n thi s group , an d i t wa s 10:0 0 
exactly when she got in the water for the first time, thirty minutes afte r 
the beginning of class. The next step was for the firs t group to do thi s 
all over again and also to walk over to the center of the pool and back . 
Then th e secon d group . Then th e first group di d i t again , walking t o 
the center and going underwater. Then the second group. I left a t this 
point an d didn' t ge t back till the lesson was over a t 10:45 . Talking t o 
Ellen, I  sympathize d tha t ther e wasn' t muc h swimmin g time an d no t 
much time for play. She seemed surprised and insisted it had been fun . 

In other classes I watched, I could see that there was a great deal of 
variation in swimming abilit y at the beginnin g o f these lessons . Many 
first grader s hav e taken swimmin g lessons ; others ar e beginners . Th e 
teachers largely ignored this disparity. Children with greater swimming 
skills were not held back or discouraged from swimming as well as they 
could, but they were not praised for this either, and they were not sep-
arated fro m les s skillfu l childre n fo r differen t instruction . No r wer e 
there an y steps i n th e procedure s tha t the y skipped . Les s abl e swim -
mers wer e matter-of-factl y instructed , an d thei r effort s wer e noted . 
The emphasis was on having everyone reach the goals for firs t grader s 
set b y the curriculum . Sinc e no t everyon e attende d ever y swimmin g 
class, it was hard t o tel l abou t th e achievemen t o f every child , bu t a t 
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the last class I watched, every first grader managed to swim twenty-fiv e 
meters, and this was recorded on a certificate. 

During th e winte r ter m o f ou r yea r i n Urawa , everyon e i n schoo l 
was given a n inexpensive jump rope an d a  program fo r usin g it . Eac h 
grade ha d a  list o f goals , including severa l style s o f jumping, suc h a s 
forward, backward , on one foot , an d with arms crossed and the num -
ber of times you should be able to jump in each style. There was also a 
goal fo r th e numbe r o f consecutiv e minute s o f jumping , whic h 
increased yearly . These goal s were no t impossible , bu t the y were no t 
easy for Sam and Ellen to achieve. Although classes at school gave chil-
dren a n opportunit y t o practice , they als o brough t thei r rope s home , 
and both Sam and Ellen needed the "homework" practice to reach the 
goals for thei r grade . I  don' t thin k it' s accidenta l tha t thi s was sched-
uled for the winter term, a time when children might be inclined to be 
less physically active. 

The routines of daily life for Japanese children also encourage physi-
cal activity, as they do to a lesser degree for adults . Children al l walk to 
school an d home , u p t o a  mil e eac h way , carryin g heav y backpacks . 
Most familie s us e publi c transportatio n mos t o f the time ; this alway s 
entails a  wal k t o a  bu s sto p o r a  trai n statio n an d climbin g stair s 
through th e statio n a t each end and a t each change. Even though th e 
public transportatio n syste m i s efficien t an d easil y accessibl e (unles s 
you're physicall y handicappe d i n an y way) , using i t stil l entail s mor e 
walking and carrying than using a family car . Women do most o f their 
daily errands walking or on bicycles , including grocer y shopping , an d 
men wh o commut e t o wor k nearl y alway s us e publi c transportation . 
Many children play outdoors durin g free time, riding bicycles or play-
ing socce r o r baseball , an d man y ar e enrolle d i n activit y classes . Th e 
most popular are probably swimming, gymnastics, ballet, and Japanese 
martial arts such as judo or kendo. 

In additio n t o th e section s devote d t o physica l skill s i n th e text -
books, shor t section s o n growt h an d developmen t ar e include d eac h 
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year, an d eac h child' s heigh t an d weight ar e recorde d severa l times a 
year. Fo r th e fifth  grader s thi s sectio n als o discusse s th e socia l an d 
physical changes that are associated with approaching puberty. Among 
the physical changes mentioned ar e a  general toughening o f body fo r 
boys and a rounding and softening fo r girls , deepening voices for boy s 
and first  menstruatio n an d breas t developmen t fo r girls , an d mor e 
body hai r fo r both . Th e boo k emphasize s tha t th e timin g o f thes e 
physical changes varies greatly; charts show the range of ages at which 
Japanese boy s experience th e appearanc e o f pubic hai r and deepenin g 
of thei r voices an d th e rang e o f ages a t which Japanes e girl s develo p 
breasts and begin menstruating . 

Both sexes are said to b e becoming more mature , with bette r judg-
ment, greate r physical and menta l competence, increased capacitie s t o 
persist an d endure hardship , more abilit y to contro l th e expressio n o f 
emotion, an d improve d competenc e wit h words . Thi s i s shown b y a 
chart indicatin g th e growt h o f vocabulary durin g thi s perio d an d b y 
illustrations o f dispute s tha t the y ca n no w handl e verbally . Th e tex t 
also points ou t tha t wherea s boy s an d girl s played togethe r a s young 
children, durin g thir d an d fourt h grade s the y forme d separat e pla y 
groups; bu t startin g sometim e i n th e perio d o f fifth  grad e throug h 
junior hig h school , they can expect to becom e mor e interested i n th e 
opposite sex . Boy s wil l becom e stronge r an d mor e manly ; girl s wil l 
become gentler , more thoughtful o f other people, and more womanly. 

On reflection , bac k in America with an adolescent and a  preadoles-
cent in the house, I am struck by the positive view of this period of life 
articulated in the text. There are no warnings about stormy emotiona l 
times ahead , abou t conflict s wit h parent s an d teachers , abou t ne w 
temptations and distractions that may appear. Instead o f talking abou t 
troubles, this text emphasizes the new and greate r powers of self-con -
trol an d restrain t tha t com e wit h thi s stag e o f life—no t a  vie w o f 
teenagers widespread in the United States. 

Finally, ther e ar e severa l section s i n th e tex t tha t dea l wit h safet y 
concerns, especially those involved in streets and roads for pedestrian s 
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and bicyclists . I n fact , Saitam a prefectur e supplement s thes e section s 
with additiona l smal l textbook s devote d solel y t o safety , mostl y con -
cerned with traffic an d roads, the setting of most injuries to children . 

Children in America often dislik e physical education fo r various rea-
sons. Those who are physically proficient vie w it as additional playtime 
hampered b y the interference o f adults, while those who are not profi -
cient feel that they are not "taught, " tha t the classes do not give them 
new skill s or competencie s bu t simpl y highlight thei r inabilitie s vis-a-
vis more athletic classmates. The range of activities in Japanese physical 
education classe s is wide, very little of it is competitive, and there is an 
emphasis o n learnin g skills . Afte r all , thi s i s anothe r are a i n whic h 
native talent i s thought t o play only a very small role; everyone need s 
to lear n an d practice , an d abilit y follows . Eve n th e bes t student s ar e 
thus willing to do drill s and accep t instruction , makin g thei r activitie s 
in class not so different fro m thos e of other students. It turns out to be 
true tha t almos t everyon e ca n becom e competen t a t thes e activitie s 
and improv e performanc e t o acceptabl e an d enjoyabl e levels . For , 
though student s d o no t compet e directi y wit h eac h other , ther e ar e 
many activities in which they try to reach or exceed standards set fro m 
outside b y the Ministr y o f Education, which determine s ho w fa r first 
graders should be able to throw a softball an d how many seconds fifth-
grade girl s should tak e t o ru n fifty  meters . When I  watche d childre n 
during physical education classes , I noticed tha t mos t of them seeme d 
happy, al l of them wer e activ e almos t al l of the tim e (n o waiting pas-
sively in lin e fo r one' s turn) , an d thei r activit y was focused , no t jus t 
horsing around . 

A R T A N D M U S I C 

When friend s i n Japa n neede d t o explai n a  word t o me , o r as k fo r a 
word i n English , the y ofte n dre w a  picture . I  can' t draw , s o I  wa s 
denied thi s usefu l technique . Addresses i n Japa n onl y ge t yo u t o th e 
general neighborhood, so people draw maps to help one another quit e 
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frequently. I  wa s alway s impresse d wit h thei r neatness , accuracy , an d 
pleasant appearance . I  myself could barel y produce a n intelligible map 
of ho w t o ge t t o ou r hous e fro m th e trai n station . A t som e poin t I 
began to wonder why everyone in Japan could draw and I couldn't. O f 
course, I'd know n since about second grade that I  wasn't good a t art , 
and I hadn't drawn anything since then. I had only vague memories of 
any art classes in school, though I  enjoyed wood carving, weaving, and 
some other crafts in seventh grade. 

When I started reading about the Japanese philosophy of education, 
the "anyon e ca n d o anything " schoo l o f thought , I  wondere d ho w 
teachers could sustain this attitude in the face of what seemed to me to 
be overwhelming evidence of natural differences i n talents and inclina-
tions, especially in th e arts . Bu t no t bein g abl e t o dra w bothere d m e 
more and more as I reflected o n my friends' competenc e and comfor t 
in drawing. Surely not all 120 million Japanese could be more talented 
than I . 

I finally  decided tha t I  woul d mak e a  private tes t o f th e Japanes e 
approach, an d I  signe d u p fo r beginners ' drawin g lesson s a t a  loca l 
museum. I learned that I could learn to draw. I still think I have no tal-
ent, and i t would tak e more tha n eigh t Sunday afternoons t o becom e 
competent, bu t I'm sur e I could do it. Drawing is a very physical skill, 
I wa s somehow surprise d t o discover , an d practic e pay s off , jus t a s i t 
does in music. The confidence thos e eight afternoons gav e me enabled 
me to avoid quitting in panic when I discovered that my flower arrang-
ing lesson s i n Japa n include d makin g a  drawin g o f m y finished 
arrangement a t th e en d o f eac h class . Teacher s an d fello w student s 
were polite enough not to comment . 

In the United State s Sam and Ellen had bot h ha d ar t a s a regularly 
scheduled subjec t wit h specialis t teachers . Sa m ha d brough t hom e 
some ar t project s tha t seeme d interestin g an d goo d t o us , usuall y 
constructed, three-dimensiona l thing s rather than drawings . Ellen has 
always been considered the one in our family who is "good at art," the 



The Rest of the Day 155 

kind o f chil d wh o alway s carrie s aroun d a  noteboo k an d pencil s 
or crayon s t o fal l bac k o n durin g borin g times , like ca r trip s o r reli -
gious services. 

I was really looking forward t o seeing how ar t and music would b e 
handled i n elementar y schoo l i n Japan , an d I  wa s sur e th e lesson s 
would incorporat e th e ide a tha t everyone , no t jus t speciall y talente d 
people, could do these things. I was able to watch some classes in these 
subjects, see the things children produced an d listen to thei r perform -
ances, listen to my children talk about them, and study the textbooks. 

To m e th e mos t surprisin g thin g abou t th e first-grad e ar t project s 
was how many of them were cooperative efforts . Eve n drawings , such 
as murals for the classroom wall or huge drawings made with chalk on 
the schoo l playground, were joint productions . Larg e sand sculpture s 
in the schoo l sand box , as well as snowmen an d snow buildings , were 
part o f ar t class , and th e tex t show s picture s o f a  grou p o f childre n 
using newspaper s o n th e gy m floo r t o la y ou t a  huma n figure  bi g 
enough fo r everyon e t o li e dow n on . Sometime s individua l childre n 
made part s fo r a  larger constructio n suc h a s a  mobile o r a  display o f 
many clay figures all arranged o n th e seat , the back , and the leg s an d 
rungs of a chair. 

Sometimes childre n di d individua l drawing s o n suggeste d topics : 
something nice that happened a t school today, a picture to tel l sensei a 
story, a  pictur e t o sho w a  friend . Severa l project s calle d fo r makin g 
toys, puppets, or props for playing house, or floating toys for a bathtub 
or pond. 

Art i s scheduled fo r a  double clas s period, s o children hav e a t leas t 
ninety minutes for each art lesson. Some of the projects are quite elab-
orate an d requir e severa l steps . "Ho w goo d it'l l fee l whe n we'r e fin-
ished!" seems an appropriate comment in the text . 

The fifth-grade  ar t curriculu m continue s th e emphasi s o n usin g a 
wide range of media and on persistence in carrying out a  project. Lik e 
the first-grade text, the fifth-grade one is illustrated mosriy with things 
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made b y fifth  graders , bu t som e illustration s o f artwork s b y bot h 
Japanese and Western artists are also used, in contexts that make them 
seem like achievable models. 

Fifth grader s continue to do drawings on assigned topics, such as "A 
Day t o Remember, " bu t mor e technica l advic e i s no w offered . 
Planning is emphasized: what shape to use , choosing a  viewpoint, th e 
emotions conveyed by color choices, how to frame a  picture with one's 
hands t o compos e it , choosin g wha t t o foregroun d an d wha t t o 
exclude. A lesson on watercolor landscapes teaches various approache s 
to representing the sky. Explicit approaches to figure drawing and per-
spective ar e included i n th e text . On e lesso n o n illustratin g a  folktal e 
suggests choosing the three most important element s of the story and 
somehow incorporatin g al l o f the m i n th e illustration , a s wel l a s 
including other supporting elements. Six examples of this for one story 
are shown. 

One o f the bi g projects o f this year, which took severa l ar t periods, 
was making a n illustrate d storyboo k fo r a  younger child . Thi s mean t 
choosing the story , planning th e layou t o f text an d illustrations , writ-
ing th e text , makin g th e illustrations , mountin g the m o n pages , 
designing an d makin g a  cover, and bindin g th e book . Othe r project s 
also took planning and difficult executio n with a variety of tools: wood 
block prints , geometri c cardboar d boxe s decorate d wit h cutouts , a 
wooden jigsaw puzzle made with a  power jigsaw, and fanciful woode n 
frames fo r mirrors . Even stone carving is included in the text , thoug h 
Sam said his class didn't d o this . There were stil l a  few clas s projects , 
but many fewer than in first grade. 

There i s a national holida y i n Octobe r i n Japan , Cultur e Day , an d 
though i t i s a  day of f fro m school , i t i s celebrate d o n othe r day s i n 
school. Friends commented t o me during the month , "Elle n is in first 
grade, isn't she? Did she have a chicken at school for Cultur e Day?" If 
an activity turns out to be a good idea in Japan, it can turn into a tradi-
tion, no t a  sign of stagnant thinking . Ellen' s class did have a  chicken, 
alive an d wandering throughou t th e classroo m fo r Cultur e Day . Th e 
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children talke d abou t ho w i t looked , imitate d it s movements , fe d it , 
watched it s activities , and dre w it . Elle n cam e hom e excite d abou t th e 
day, exclaimin g abou t ho w har d i t wa s t o dra w somethin g tha t didn' t 
hold still . Later I  saw the exhibi t o f all the drawing s fro m th e class . Th e 
first grader s were instructe d t o "fil l th e page, " an d the y di d (Elle n ha d 
to star t ove r t o d o this) , but otherwis e ther e wa s a  great dea l o f variety 
and spiri t i n th e man y depictions . 

Sam's clas s di d wha t fifth  grader s an d man y olde r childre n do : the y 
went t o a  nearby templ e t o dra w an d sketc h an d prepar e t o d o a  water-
color t o b e finished  i n late r ar t periods . I  hav e ofte n see n group s o f 
children o n expedition s lik e thi s an d hav e bee n impresse d b y severa l 
things: their freedom—on e teache r takin g forty-fiv e sevent h grader s t o 
a park fo r th e day , when man y o f them wil l b e ou t o f sight fo r muc h o f 
the time?—thei r hig h spirit s an d hig h jinks , th e amoun t o f work the y 
did actuall y ge t done , an d th e variet y o f th e work s the y wer e produc -
ing. Everyon e migh t b e sketchin g i n th e sam e templ e grounds , bu t 
some wer e makin g meticulou s drawing s o f smal l detail , som e focusin g 
on a  large landscap e o f the grounds , other s choosin g differen t feature s 
of the templ e t o highlight . Som e worke d i n charcoal , som e i n pencils , 
some i n crayons , some i n water colors. 

Sam mad e a  watercolo r o f th e temple , showin g it s grea t loomin g 
roof, th e delicat e woo d carving , th e bel l t o summo n th e gods , th e ol d 
trees, an d th e fram e fo r hangin g u p fortun e papers . It' s no t a  master -
piece, bu t it' s pleasant , recognizable , somewha t atmospheric , an d 
shows som e contro l o f watercolor techniques . When I  aske d Sa m ho w 
he kne w ho w t o mak e it , h e said , "Oh , I  wa s mixin g th e paint s wit h 
too muc h water , bu t th e kid s showe d m e ho w t o d o it. " H e didn' t 
mention th e drawin g style , thoug h it' s differen t fro m anythin g I  hav e 
seen hi m d o befor e o r since . 

In music , th e majo r instrumen t use d b y first  grader s i s calle d a 
pianika. It' s abou t twelv e inche s long , fou r inche s wide , wit h a  pian o 
keyboard o f two octaves . But i t is a wind instrumen t wit h a  long plasti c 
tube t o blo w into . On e ca n res t i t o n a  table , s o tha t i t ca n b e playe d 



158 The Rest of the Day 

like a small piano—powered by wind—or it can be carried vertically, so 
that it is played like an accordion keyboard, with the air power coming 
from th e player's breat h instea d o f a bellows. Ever y chil d has one of 
these to be used at school and taken home for practice. 

Besides thi s instrument ther e i s a variety of percussion instrument s 
in the class used during music lessons. Each classroom also has a small 
electric organ for the teacher. Several teachers told me that the hardest 
part of their preparation for becoming a teacher was passing the course 
and examination in music, especially playing the piano or organ. 

First graders learn the mechanics of playing a wind instrument wit h 
a keyboard, so they have to control both thei r breath and their hands. 
By the end of the second thir d o f firs t grade , student s hav e learne d 
twelve short songs. They are all in the key of C major, but some of the 
later songs involve a change of hand position during the song, and one 
involves bot h a n ascending an d a descending scal e in C  major , wit h 
thumb-under and finger-over fingering patterns. 

First graders have also come a long way in learning to read music by 
this time. They can read the pitch of tones in the C major scal e on the 
treble cle f and they know the solftge name s of the notes . They kno w 
how to count the beats in a measure, the concept of rests, and the time 
values of notes. The last thir d o f the yea r is spent i n gradually intro -
ducing standar d musi c notatio n fo r thes e concepts . Th e numbe r o f 
beats in a measure i s first introduced simpl y by writing 2 , 3, or 4 on 
the staf f a t th e beginnin g o f the piece , bu t in th e las t thir d o f first 
grade, this is written in the standard 2 over 4 or 3 over 4 notation on 
the staff . Tim e value s ar e introduce d b y usin g note s o f differen t 
shapes, such as half circles for half beats and elongated oval s for long 
notes, bu t by the end of the year, quarter , half , and eighth note s are 
written in the standard forms . 

When I  went t o Ellen' s clas s on the second parents ' visiting day , I 
found we had been invited for a music class. They were working on a 
song I had heard Ellen practicing at home. They all knew how to sing 
it an d had talke d abou t th e solfeg e patter n o f the melody . Today' s 
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lesson involved using thei r pianikas t o play a part o f each line in uni -
son. The teacher played the first part of each line on her organ, and the 
class, or various portions o f it, played the end o f the line . She insisted 
that they come in at the right time, with no break in the timing of the 
song, al l together , an d pla y th e righ t notes . If  a n individua l mad e a 
mistake, she usuall y mad e th e clas s or th e grou p repea t th e line . Fo r 
variation sometimes a  part of the class used bell s as percussion accom -
paniment. Afte r workin g o n th e end s o f the line s for a  while, she go t 
individuals t o giv e he r th e solfeg e patter n o f th e beginnin g o f eac h 
line, and they practiced a  litde bi t a t playing tha t with thei r fingers in 
the air , as a group. I t looke d a s though th e goa l o f this se t o f lessons 
was to b e abl e to sin g the song , to play the whole thin g correctl y o n 
the pianika,  an d t o b e abl e to perfor m i t a s part o f an ensemble tha t 
included a t least three parts: organ, pianikd, an d percussion. 

Ellen a s a  first  grader go t i n o n th e beginnin g o f learning t o rea d 
music an d coul d kee p u p wit h wha t wa s goin g on . ( I couldn' t hel p 
feeling sorry for her. Here she was, having just learned to read English, 
needing t o lear n t o rea d Japanese , an d no w music , too . Sh e didn' t 
complain abou t the music , though, and not even about Japanese afte r 
the initia l hump durin g summer vacation.) Sam , though, had no t ha d 
private musi c lesson s a t hom e an d ha d ha d onl y on e semeste r o f 
recorder playing in fourth grad e in school. He had to learn to play the 
recorder, the instrument most used in Japanese fifth grade, and how to 
read music, fast. His teacher asked me during one visit how it was that 
he hadn' t learne d t o read musi c and seemed surprise d tha t no t every -
one does this in school in the United States . Sam said, though, that he 
was just give n easy parts in the ensembl e playing an d tha t h e was no t 
left ou t o f the lessons . He di d stud y the fingering  fo r th e recorde r a t 
home an d apparentl y picke d u p enoug h t o ge t by . I t didn' t see m t o 
surprise him or anyone else that he would o r could do this . When th e 
fifth graders gave a performance fo r thei r mothers near the end o f the 
year, Sam' s grou p chos e t o pla y severa l musica l selections , an d Sa m 
participated a s everyone else did. 
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In th e apartmen t buildin g where we lived, there was a piano avail -
able in the recreatio n room , an d fo r abou t si x months Sa m and Elle n 
took pian o lesson s an d practice d there . I n retrospect , an d a s I  writ e 
this book , I  a m amaze d tha t w e woul d hav e though t pian o lesson s 
were a good idea at that time. It seems that life and school in Japan, as 
I repor t it , woul d b e mor e tha n enoug h t o kee p everyon e busy . I n 
some ways that i s true, but Sam and Ellen also found themselve s with 
some leisure time that was hard to fill. After thei r forty o r more hour s 
a wee k i n Japanese-speakin g school , eve n Japanes e T V wa s no t to o 
enticing. The y watche d some , bu t no t ver y much . The y als o playe d 
with friend s afte r school , bu t som e day s the y jus t wante d t o escap e 
having to deal with Japanese. I read a lot in the evenings to Ellen; Sam 
usually listened, and he read more in English than ever before or since. 
Piano lessons turned out to be an activity that gave them each a feeling 
of accomplishment tha t didn' t depend on knowing Japanese. Sam said 
that learning to read music made music in school better too. 

The teache r w e foun d wa s a  universit y musi c studen t wh o als o 
taught th e so n o f some friends . I  wen t alon g t o th e lessons , bot h t o 
help translate and to observe. Much of the lesson procedure was famil-
iar from my childhood piano lessons, but two parts of each lesson were 
activities I had never done. The first was a dictation: the teacher would 
play a simple sequence of notes, and Sam or Ellen would have to write 
them in music notation. Sh e would giv e them th e first note, but afte r 
that the y coul d no t se e what sh e was doing . The y were suppose d t o 
get both the rhythm and the notes annotated correcdy . This is difficul t 
to do , bu t it s valu e i n learnin g t o liste n seeme d clea r t o me , an d I 
wished I had had similar practice. 

The secon d activit y i s stil l puzzling t o me . Her e th e studen t turn s 
away from th e piano , and th e teache r play s a  single note i n isolation , 
which the student then identifies by pitch name. She always used notes 
in the range of the pieces the children were playing. This seemed very 
peculiar to me because I  associated the abilit y to do this with "havin g 
perfect pitch, " somethin g on e simpl y ha d o r didn' t have , lik e blu e 
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eyes. When I  finally asked the teacher about this part of the lesson, she 
said it is standard practice in Japanese music lessons, and that everyone 
who studie s musi c a t a  university i s tested o n thei r abilit y t o identif y 
the absolute pitch of any note in the range of the piano. One can learn 
"perfect pitch" ? Onl y i n Japan . O n reflection , an d thinkin g abou t 
other abilities humans have in hearing, I can't think of any reason why 
one can' t lear n t o identif y eighty-eigh t pitches , bu t th e skil l isn' t on e 
American music lessons typically emphasize. 

Some Japanes e childre n tak e privat e musi c lessons . Elementar y 
school i s considered th e bes t time for this , because children ma y have 
to sacrifice suc h recreational activitie s if they are serious about prepar -
ing fo r hig h schoo l entranc e examination s durin g junior hig h school . 
Okubo Higashi school has a marching band, which some children join. 
For som e reaso n thi s i s a more popula r clu b activit y for girl s than fo r 
boys. Childre n ge t som e instructio n fo r thes e instrument s an d ca n 
use instruments owne d b y the school . The PT A was planning t o bu y 
uniforms fo r the m wit h mone y raise d th e yea r w e wer e there . Th e 
band plays for som e school assemblies , on Sport s Day , and in the cit y 
parade hel d durin g th e Uraw a Festiva l eac h summer . I n compariso n 
with schoo l band s I  hav e hear d i n th e Unite d States , I  though t the y 
sounded good . 

MORAL EDUCATIO N 

Among the subjects prescribed by the Ministry of Education fo r stud y 
during al l nine years of compulsory educatio n i s one calle d "morals, " 
to b e studied on e hou r eac h week. Thi s i s an idea tha t alway s startie s 
Westerners, especiall y Americans wit h thei r fixation  o n separatio n o f 
church and state . It is also an idea that is the subjec t o f a great dea l of 
anxiety an d oppositio n i n Japan . Afte r describin g th e moral s curricu -
lum, I  want t o sho w how the basi s for suppor t an d oppositio n t o th e 
idea an d fac t o f "moral s i n th e schools " i s fundamentally differen t i n 
Japan and in Western countries . 
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I observe d on e moral s class , and I  hav e carefull y studie d th e text -
books for first and fifth grades and discussed with teachers and parents 
the natur e o f thes e classes . Sa m an d Elle n ar e relativel y unabl e t o 
report o n thei r moral s classes ; their languag e competenc e wasn' t a t a 
high enoug h leve l to d o that . The moral s textbooks shar e the styl e of 
the othe r textbooks—the y ar e paperbacks , attractivel y illustrate d an d 
printed, with thirty-eigh t lesson s fo r th e year . Th e lesson s ar e storie s 
with stud y questions appended . On e differenc e fro m othe r textbook s 
is the reading difficulty level . In thi s book alone , kanji  (Chines e char -
acters) tha t childre n migh t hav e difficult y wit h ar e identifie d wit h 
accompanying syllabi c symbols , so that eve n student s who ar e not u p 
to grade level in reading ability are not deterred from readin g the sto-
ries. In other words, the emphasis is resolutely on the content, which is 
not bein g used  t o teac h "academic " subjects . Thes e book s ar e als o 
among thos e tha t ope n i n th e Japanes e style , "backward, " a s are th e 
Japanese language and calligraphy texts. 

The stories in each text fall into several categories, each represente d 
in eac h year' s book . Th e first  typ e o f stor y tell s abou t ho w som e 
individual overcam e a  real or perceived inferiority , acknowledgin g th e 
help o f other s an d emphasizin g persistenc e an d har d work . A  fifth-
grade story , fo r instance , i s tol d b y a  woman wh o i s th e voic e o f a 
famous cartoo n characte r known t o al l Japanese children . I t tell s how 
she made a  strength o f her "strange " voice. It seems important t o m e 
that thi s mode l woman succeede d no t b y changing thi s characteristi c 
but b y using  he r strangenes s i n a  way tha t wa s effective . Sh e didn' t 
have to deny her individuality, or hide it , but learned t o use it to bes t 
advantage. 

A second type of story emphasizes the importance o f commitment s 
to othe r people . A  first-grade  stor y abou t th e devotio n o f pengui n 
mothers t o thei r eggs and chick s is in this category , a s is a fifth-grade 
story about an aspiring performer who makes a promise to perform fo r 
a sick child , the n i s offered a  chance t o appea r i n a  prestigious sho w 
but turn s i t down t o keep his promise t o th e child . Perhap s the stor y 
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about a  little gir l who trie s to brin g her housebound grandmothe r a n 
apron ful l o f sunshine and whose disappointment i s met by her grand -
mother's statement , "Ther e i s sunshine in your eyes, " fits in this cate-
gory, too. The first-grad e stor y abou t appreciatio n da y for th e schoo l 
kitchen workers , which tell s about on e girl' s recognition o f the hard -
ness of this work as shown b y the cafeteri a workers ' hands, is another 
example. Each individual i s valuable, and th e sacrifice s o r effort s peo -
ple make for one another should not be unacknowledged . 

Another set of stories emphasizes the importance o f standing up fo r 
what is right and defending other s against injustice. A fifth-grade story 
with thi s moral i s set on a  train where a  man i s berating a  fellow pas-
senger, a woman who has inadvertently bumped against him. She apol-
ogizes, bu t h e refuse s t o accep t he r apology , finally  suggestin g sh e 
kneel with her hands on the floor o f the train and kowtow to show her 
sincerity (thu s invokin g deep-seate d notion s abou t th e "dirtiness " o f 
any surface tha t i s touched b y people's shoes , surfaces bot h physicall y 
and rituall y dirty) . A n elderl y woma n the n intervene s bu t i s shove d 
aside b y th e man , wh o continue s t o rai l a t th e offendin g woman . 
Suddenly, the old woman call s out in a strong voice, "Wait, all of you. 
Why are you quiet? Why do you overlook this bad conduct? You mean 
it i s okay a s long a s you yoursel f ar e safe? " The narrato r o f the stor y 
then finds himself protesting to the man; he is joined by the other pas-
sengers, and the unforgiving ma n escapes the train a t the next station . 
The elderly woman tell s the storyteller not to be afraid an y more. The 
study questions that accompan y this story ask students to evaluate th e 
storyteller an d to think about whether they have ever behaved bravel y 
in public. 

A first-grade  stor y wit h thi s them e i s se t a t school , wher e a  bo y 
observes th e clas s rowdy hidin g th e shoe s o f anothe r boy , so tha t h e 
can't find them when it is time to go home. Though he is afraid o f the 
bully, h e suggest s t o hi m tha t h e shoul d giv e bac k th e shoes . Th e 
bully's response is a glare, and the storyteller, with his heart pounding , 
stares back. The story ends with no further resolution . 
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Many o f th e storie s see m t o sto p withou t a n obvious  conclusion . 
Another example is an incident in which a boy denies responsibility for 
spilling milk and instead blames the family cat . His mother accept s his 
story, but he then feels sad. That's the end of the text . 

Another se t o f storie s extend s th e notio n o f mora l behavio r t o 
encompass areas of nature, as well as human relations . One way this is 
done is through focusing o n the beauty and intricacies of natural phe-
nomena an d pointing out tha t humans ought no t to destroy these, so 
some storie s sho w childre n noticin g natura l thing s tha t the y coul d 
destroy, such a s insects laying egg s o r flower s bloomin g i n th e snow , 
but leaving them alone. Another is through attributing moral behavior 
to animal s o r plants—th e dandelio n tha t pushe s throug h asphal t t o 
bloom seems to be meant to express the idea that persistence is a "nat-
ural" virtue . The pengui n a s an exemplar y mothe r als o suggest s tha t 
human behavio r and animal behavior have features an d motivations in 
common. Ther e ar e severa l reason s fo r usin g animal s i n fables , an d 
Aesop is a favorite sourc e for storie s in these texts , but the effec t i s to 
make a  connectio n betwee n human s an d othe r livin g thing s an d t o 
suggest that their realms are not totally distinct. A major motivatio n in 
the proliferatio n o f book s wit h onl y anima l character s fo r preschoo l 
children i n th e Unite d State s i s th e desir e t o sideste p th e problem s 
involved i n identifyin g character s b y race , ethni c identity , an d some -
times age . If  everyon e i n th e boo k i s a  dog, o r a  cat , o r a  pig, o r a 
dinosaur, you don't have to decide which occupations to assign to dif-
ferent races , fo r instance . Thi s motivatio n i s no t presen t i n Japan , 
though the desire for cuteness certainly is also present there. 

Nationalism o r patriotis m i s a  theme presente d b y retelling storie s 
from Japanes e history or folklore an d by discussions of Japanese tradi-
tional customs . A  fifth-grade  story , fo r instance , tell s abou t a  bo y 
going wit h hi s grandfathe r t o watc h th e summe r fireworks  a t th e 
Sumida Rive r i n Toky o ( a wonderfu l display , a s we ca n attest) . Th e 
grandfather tell s how he came as a boy and how the festival had to b e 
suspended fo r man y years because the rive r was so polluted. Bot h ar e 
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glad tha t th e rive r i s no w clea n an d th e festiva l ha s bee n reinstated . 
The stud y question s fo r thi s stor y as k student s t o thin k abou t th e 
grandfather's feeling s whe n th e firework s wer e resumed . The y als o ask , 
"When d o you fee l happ y abou t livin g in your loca l area? When d o yo u 
feel happ y abou t livin g in Japan? " 

The nationalis m i n thes e storie s i s neatly balance d b y international -
ism themes . Non-Japanes e ar e regularl y offere d a s model s t o follow , 
two heroe s fro m th e first-grade  tex t bein g Florenc e Nightingale , pre -
sented savin g a n injure d puppy , an d Lor d Byron , shamin g a  bull y an d 
defending a  friend a t boardin g school . A fifth-grade  stor y recount s th e 
ambivalence o f a  Japanes e bo y a t seein g th e splendi d artwork s fro m 
Japan i n a  museu m i n Boston . Thoug h h e i s prou d o f them , h e als o 
regrets tha t the y ar e n o longe r i n Japan . A n America n ma n tell s him , 
"Japan i s a  smal l country , bu t it s ar t i s worl d famous . Don ' t yo u fee l 
that Japa n ha s expande d t o th e world ? Whe n w e non-Japanes e loo k a t 
Japanese works , w e appreciat e Japan . Thes e work s ar e s o goo d the y 
should no t b e confine d i n Japan . The y ar e treasure s o f th e worl d an d 
should b e share d wit h th e world. " A  stud y questio n afte r thi s stor y 
asks, "Wha t d o yo u thin k abou t foreig n culture s an d people? " Th e 
depth o f th e Japanes e ambivalenc e abou t themselve s an d othe r cul -
tures i s evident, an d hardl y resolved , i n thi s lesson . 

One o f th e mos t strikin g stories , t o non-Japanese , i s on e foun d i n 
the first-grade  text . Thi s stor y tell s how a  boy from th e first-grade  clas s 
becomes suddenl y il l an d i s admitte d t o th e hospital . Hi s classmate s 
send a  letter exhortin g hi m t o tr y har d t o ge t better , bu t h e die s with -
out eve r returning t o th e class . After th e funeral , hi s bes t friend keep s a 
diary o f thoughts abou t th e missin g classmat e an d ho w the y ca n neve r 
again mee t o r pla y together . Th e las t lin e fro m th e diar y says , "Bu t 
your friend s wil l neve r forge t you . W e wil l al l persever e t o mak e u p 
your part. " Severa l Japanes e graduat e student s i n Americ a confirme d 
this a s a  goo d translatio n o f th e Japanese . Bu t i t wa s stil l a  puzzlin g 
story conclusion , an d I  ha d t o as k a  numbe r o f Japanes e student s t o 
interpret th e meanin g fo r me . 
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Their firs t reactio n usuall y was, "What' s th e problem? " I  answere d 
that I  didn' t understand what "makin g up his part" meant—what was 
the dead boy's part, and how could other students make it up? Several 
themes consistently showed up in their attempts to explain this notion, 
which seeme d straightforwar d t o the m unti l they started t o explai n i t 
to me . Firs t an d mos t consisten t wa s th e recognitio n tha t th e dea d 
boy's life had been unfinished, cu t short in a way that meant he would 
not experienc e a  ful l huma n life . No t onl y di d thi s mea n ther e wer e 
certain positiv e experience s h e coul d neve r have , bu t i t mean t tha t 
there wer e responsibilitie s h e woul d no t b e abl e t o fulfill . Hi s deat h 
also meant tha t a  group tha t ha d onc e bee n complete , the first-grade 
class, now had a missing piece, a hole. His friend's farewell , "Bu t your 
friends will never forget you. We will persevere to make up your part, " 
emphasizes tha t th e classmate s wil l carr y ou t hi s responsibilitie s an d 
repair th e completenes s o f th e grou p b y no t forgettin g him . Al l th e 
Japanese agreed tha t th e expressio n o f this sentiment was intended t o 
make the dead boy feel better, more than the living one. 

When the Japanese students talked about the incompleteness o f the 
dead boy' s life, it was the lack of positive experiences , such as gradua-
tion an d marriage, that they most often mentioned . Bu t the word tha t 
I hav e translate d a s "persevere" , gavnbctru, i s on e tha t ha s a  definit e 
sense o f takin g u p a  burde n a s par t o f it s meaning . I  thin k tw o 
Japanese ideas are part of the explanation for this choice of words. First 
is the notion that doing well what one ought to do is a source of plea-
sure, and thus there is cause for regre t that the dead boy will not have 
the opportunit y fo r thes e feelings . Secon d i s the notio n tha t a  com -
plete an d harmonious grou p i s the resul t o f effort b y all its members; 
therefore, th e remainin g childre n wil l hav e t o "repair " th e grou p b y 
making up the work the missing boy would have done. 

Finally, there i s the notion tha t ther e continue s t o b e a  connection 
between the dead boy and his living classmates, one that is nurtured by 
memory. When I  pressed the Japanese students as to how the childre n 
might keep alive the memory of their classmate, they suggested thing s 



The Rest of the Day 167 

like taking his photograph alon g on schoo l trip s o r picnics . They also 
said, "O f course , we can' t reall y live hi s lif e fo r him . W e can' t reall y 
increase ou r effort s t o mak e u p fo r his . Bu t w e lik e t o thin k abou t 
this." There was some disagreement abou t whether the dead boy, if he 
were remembered, would progres s throug h somethin g like an earthl y 
life course , thoug h h e i s dead. O n th e on e hand , deat h i s final.  This 
does not cause a problem in the case of someone who dies at a ripe old 
age, his life course run. Those who remember him will remember hi m 
at differen t ages , in differen t ways ; their memorie s wil l b e o f a  com-
plete life . Bu t in the cas e of a young child , those who remember hi m 
will also think about the life he would have lived and imagine what his 
later years would hav e been . The Japanese student s seeme d unsure o f 
whether thi s in effec t mean t th e dea d chil d would i n some way move 
through late r lif e stages . On e studen t mentioned , an d other s recog -
nized, a n unusua l custom : livin g relative s sometime s arrang e spiri t 
marriages betwee n youn g peopl e wh o hav e die d withou t havin g ha d 
this life-fulfilling experience . 

The last oddity about this story is its extreme unlikeliness in modern 
Japan. Unlike children in many poor countries, Japanese children have 
very litd e experienc e wit h deat h amon g thei r contemporaries . Give n 
the long life expectancies in Japan, most of them will be well into their 
adult year s befor e anyon e the y kno w dies . Why , then , includ e thi s 
story in a first-grade text? 

It would be wrong to say that this is a story about religion or ances-
tor worship, and yet it is a story that points up attitude s tha t underli e 
those practices , withou t whic h the y mak e n o sense . Firs t i s th e ide a 
that th e live s of the living are connected t o th e live s of the dead , an d 
that th e dea d tak e a n interes t i n th e livin g (i n Japan , a  benevolen t 
interest). Second i s the idea that no t bein g remembered b y the living 
causes distress to the spirits of the dead and may even make them vin-
dictive i n thei r connectio n t o th e living , th e premis e o f mos t o f th e 
many Japanese ghost stories in folklore an d literature. And third, there 
is the them e o f the interrelatedness o f responsibility an d pleasure an d 
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their parts in a complete human life . Elements of all these themes and 
ideas can certainly be found i n othe r views of life an d deat h an d reli -
gion, bu t i t seems noteworthy t o m e tha t thi s particular conglomera -
tion of ideas and ambiguities should be purposely raised in the contex t 
of a first-grade moral s class. 

There are many other interesting features o f these stories as a moral 
curriculum. First , ther e i s n o appea l a t al l t o an y god . Ther e i s n o 
sacred writing offered a s a source of moral guidance , no se t of articu-
lated principles, such as the Golde n Rul e or the Ten Commandment s 
or Buddha' s Eightfol d Path—eve n Aesop' s fable s ar e give n withou t 
their tag-lin e moral . Ther e i s n o mentio n o f supernatura l rewar d o r 
punishment. Bu t a t the same time there is no hint that the lessons are 
anything bu t universa l i n application.  The y ar e no t specificall y 
Japanese, there i s no suggestio n tha t differen t kind s o f people shoul d 
follow differen t principle s of behavior (me n and women, fo r instance , 
or people of different status) , and the narrators of the first-person sto-
ries are left so vague in character that they could stand for any reader. 

Conspicuously absent , compare d t o Jewis h o r Christia n reli -
gious/moral education , i s any mention o f either personal o r commu -
nity charit y o r hel p fo r th e unfortunate . I n fact , onl y in storie s se t in 
premodern time s are there any people who might qualify a s the recipi-
ents of charity—poor, or crippled, or outcasts of some sort. One might 
see this as part of the overall attitude of protectiveness toward children 
found i n Japan, or one might read it as part of a government conspir -
acy to deny any imperfections i n modern Japanes e society, if one con-
sidered the Japanese government to be that sort of government . 

There i s an interesting se t o f moral principle s bein g taugh t an d a n 
interesting intertwining of themes. Individuals are clearly held respon-
sible for thei r actions and decisions in these texts, and the Tightness of 
their action s an d decision s i s dependent o n human , no t supernatural , 
outcomes. Individuals, regardless of station in life, are treated as valued 
people. Sacrifice, although it may be called for in some cases, is treated 
as a personal offering , no t somethin g demande d b y one's position o r 
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role. Rulers as well as subjects in the tales from history are presented as 
constrained by moral standards. The kind of connection and identifica -
tion o f humans with the nonhuman natura l world i s one tha t encour -
ages ecologica l responsibility , no t exploitation . Nationalis m an d 
internationalism theme s see m evenl y balanced , an d th e nationalis m i s 
of a  fairly benig n sort . I t certainl y doe s no t sugges t anythin g lik e a n 
ambitious "manifes t destiny " role for Japan in the world. I t also, how-
ever, does not suggest that Japan has major socia l or political problems 
at home, such as discrimination against minorities or women, or unjus t 
economic disparities. 

Most o f thes e principle s o f mora l behavio r ar e probabl y one s tha t 
would b e acceptable t o mos t Westerners, Christian , Jewish, or secula r 
humanist. Religiou s peopl e woul d probabl y fee l tha t th e divin e basi s 
for th e behavior s bein g promote d i s important , bu t th e behavior s 
themselves ar e one s mos t peopl e ca n agre e on , an d n o on e religiou s 
base is being presented to the exclusion or denigration o f others. 

The whol e "religion " aspec t o f moral s i s omitted i n Japan , wher e 
morality and religion are largely separate spheres of action and thought 
anyway (and where sex is a nonissue, for religion an d morals) . One o f 
the consequence s o f this separation i s that th e emotiona l an d sensua l 
aspects o f religio n d o no t serv e a s reinforcer s o f mora l behavio r fo r 
Japanese children. Because religion and morality are  seen as connected 
spheres o f though t an d behavio r i n th e West , an d becaus e religiou s 
practices us e music , art , specia l foods , an d gathering s o f familie s an d 
communities to mark religious occasions and holidays, those (generally 
pleasant) custom s reinforce ethica l behavior . I t ma y be partly becaus e 
Christmas i s the mos t pleasant o f Christian holiday s tha t i t i s also th e 
time for th e greates t offering s o f charity. Surely, the music , food, pre -
sents, trees , an d famil y gathering s associate d wit h Christma s i n th e 
Western world help to make the custom of giving charity at Christma s 
time a lighter obligation than it would be if presented only as an intel-
lectually derive d principle . Thi s morall y enjoine d behavio r i s tighti y 
associated wit h al l these othe r positiv e thing s an d become s a  part o f 
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them; most people fee l there i s something missin g if Christmas, how-
ever secular, does not include charity. 

Similarly, Western children who are involved in active religious fami-
lies and churches can have a sense of community about moral behavior 
that Japanes e childre n ma y hav e a  hard tim e gaining . Fo r the m thi s 
tends to be more a school subject, and their reference grou p for think-
ing abou t thes e issues is their classmate s and , to a  lesser degree , thei r 
teachers. It does not include people of many different ages , for instance, 
or those who have family or community connections to themselves. 

On th e othe r hand , probabl y mos t Wester n childre n ge t a  ver y 
spotty exposur e t o religiou s education , o r none a t all . In Japa n ever y 
child ha s t o spen d a t leas t fort y hour s a  yea r mor e o r les s thinkin g 
about ethica l issue s broadl y defined . That' s mor e tha n mos t Wester n 
children spend in Sunday school , and in Japan tha t time is not share d 
with learning worship customs and Bibl e history and theology as well 
as ethics. 

Why i s i t tha t moral s i s a  subjec t i n th e compulsor y educatio n o f 
Japanese children , an d no t a  matter t o b e taugh t b y familie s o r reli -
gious institution s o r i n som e othe r arena ? Wh y i s th e inclusio n o f 
morals in the school curriculum a matter of controversy in Japan, espe-
cially opposed by the leaders of the teachers' unions, as well as by some 
Christians and radical political opponents? Th e answer s to these ques-
tions lie in traditional Japanese views of education an d the family an d 
in modern Japanese history. 

In premodern Japan , certainly throughout the Tokugawa era (160 3 
to 1868) , i f no t lon g before , educatio n wa s primaril y conceive d a s 
moral education , an d th e mos t importan t beneficiar y o f educatio n 
was the state. This set of ideas is broadly identified with Confucianism , 
a political-mora l philosoph y borrowe d an d adapte d fro m China . I n 
China educatio n supporte d a  theoreticall y meritocrati c examinatio n 
process tha t prepare d me n t o becom e par t o f the rulin g elit e o n th e 
basis of their performance i n the national examinations. In Japan edu -
cation supported the preparation of young men from th e ruling classes 
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to take over their fathers ' role s as rulers. Because everyone i s capable o f 
learning whateve r i s neede d fo r thi s role , i t wa s no t necessar y t o find 
the "right " ma n fo r a  leadershi p position ; th e proble m wa s simpl y t o 
get th e righ t educatio n t o th e nex t generation . 

There i s n o nee d t o becom e a  schola r widel y rea d an d wit h ency -
clopaedic knowledge . I t i s enoug h t o ge t a  thoroug h gras p o f th e 
principles o f loyalty , respect , filia l piet y an d trust . Wid e learnin g an d 
literary accomplishment s ar e no t necessary . Anyon e ca n manag e t o 
get hol d o f th e genera l principle s o f th e Fou r Book s an d th e Fiv e 
Classics b y the tim e h e i s thirty o r forty . I t al l depends o n diligence . 
Even th e dulles t o f wits can manag e i t i f he applie s himsel f earnestl y 
enough. (Nishi-oj i fief school rules , quoted i n Dore 1965:181 ) 

In Japa n th e stat e sponsore d an d supporte d thi s kin d o f education . 
Commoners an d thos e wh o wante d educatio n tha t wa s no t geare d 
toward governin g coul d pursu e thos e interest s privately . Mathematics , 
reading an d writin g i n Japanes e (instea d o f Chinese) , literature , an d 
science were amon g th e subject s tha t fel l int o thi s optiona l area , alon g 
with al l education fo r girl s and women . 

Moral education , o r educatio n i n general , becaus e i t wa s designe d 
to produc e effectiv e an d legitimat e rulers , wa s primaril y concerne d 
with politica l philosoph y an d moral s a s the y relate d t o publi c life . I t 
seemed reasonabl e tha t suc h educatio n shoul d tak e plac e i n a  public , 
nonfamily setting . Becaus e th e rulin g clas s coul d no t alway s dominat e 
the religiou s group s o r contro l thei r teachings , thi s was als o a  nonreli -
gious setting . Ther e ar e element s o f socia l justic e eve n i n Japanes e 
Buddhism. I n th e long run , th e secula r institutions too k ove r the polit -
ical rol e o f th e religiou s ones , whic h retreate d t o a  concentratio n o n 
"private" concerns , especiall y ancesto r worship , maintainin g purity , 
and fosterin g a  connection wit h immanen t divinity . 

In moder n Japa n th e feelin g tha t moral s canno t b e reall y experi -
enced o r taugh t a t hom e ha s becom e stronge r a s atnae,  th e cultivatio n 
of loving dependence amon g famil y members , has becom e th e primar y 
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force fo r holding families together , as economic integration an d inter -
dependence ha s lessened. Amm  work s bes t if the unique individualit y 
of the people involve d i s emphasized, overridin g mor e rule-governe d 
behavior norms . Moral s involve s the applicatio n o f genera l principle s 
to behavior between people, so it needs to be discussed and learned in 
a context where those principles are applicable, not a t home. 

For these reasons parents, teachers, and the genera l public feel tha t 
school is the right place to learn these lessons, and they agree that it is 
important fo r childre n t o receiv e instruction i n morals , that th e con -
tinued existence of Japan ("such a  poor, crowded country") an d a civ-
ilized Japanese society depend on imparting these lessons to everyone. 

The puzzle is why there is any opposition to morals in the schools, if 
those attitude s ar e ver y widespread . Wha t oppositio n ther e i s stem s 
from mor e recen t Japanes e history , th e Secon d Worl d Wa r an d th e 
period preceding it. As Japan pursued its progress toward industrializa-
tion an d modernization , with the ques t for ra w materials and market s 
in the international arena that were required, its foreign policy became 
more expansionary and aggressive. Both modernization an d these for -
eign venture s le d th e centra l governmen t t o deman d sacrifice s fro m 
the populatio n o f Japan . Th e schoo l syste m wa s on e locu s i n whic h 
these practices were justified t o the people, and in which their intellec-
tual and emotional commitmen t t o the policies was cultivated (a s our 
school systems emphasize the great benefits gained from th e taxes paid 
by citizens, for example) . 

One o f the majo r ideologica l form s tha t th e persuasion effor t too k 
was an emphasi s o n th e empero r a s a godlike, fatherlike embodimen t 
of Japan a s a  nation an d a  people. School s taugh t empero r worship , 
including th e belief s tha t th e empero r wa s t o b e unquestioningl y 
obeyed, tha t h e ha d th e righ t t o deman d an y sacrifice fro m hi s sub-
jects, and tha t h e an d hi s images an d word s were t o b e treate d wit h 
many of the sam e behavio r patterns tha t were use d with referenc e t o 
the gods. 
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After th e defea t o f Japan i n the Secon d World War, many Japanes e 
teachers cam e t o fee l ver y strongl y tha t the y ha d bee n exploite d 
and deceived into teaching this set of ideas to thei r students , and the y 
felt extremel y guilt y abou t thei r rol e i n helpin g t o creat e a  docil e 
population wh o followe d th e militar y int o thes e foreig n adventure s 
that brough t suc h grie f and suffering t o the Japanese people . Postwa r 
Japanese teacher s collectivel y resolve d throug h thei r union s no t t o 
engage i n suc h immora l teachin g again . Empero r worshi p ha d bee n 
taught unde r th e tid e o f "mora l education " i n th e prewa r an d wa r 
periods; thes e teacher s wer e oppose d t o a  postwa r resumptio n o f 
"moral education" under the control of the Ministry of Education. 

During the occupation period following the war, the American mili-
tary share d thes e view s an d banishe d mora l educatio n fro m th e cur -
riculum. They also tried to weaken the role of the national Ministry of 
Education s o tha t i t coul d neve r agai n hav e suc h ideologica l contro l 
over education . Th e American s sough t t o institut e loca l contro l o f 
education to destroy the power of the central government over educa-
tion. Fo r man y reason s thi s attemp t wa s no t ver y successful , an d i t 
became less so after th e occupation troop s lef t Japan . The Ministry of 
Education wa s neve r ver y effectivel y "purged " afte r th e wa r an d ha s 
been regarde d a s a  conservative an d nationalisti c ministr y durin g th e 
entire postwar period. 

Certainly there i s only a  tiny minority o f Japanese who would wish 
to repea t th e practice s tha t le d t o Japan' s expansionis m an d defea t i n 
the Second World War; no one wishes for th e return o f emperor wor -
ship in the schools. But the ideas outlined above about the importance 
of moral education fo r children an d the appropriateness o f schools fo r 
such instructio n hav e no t disappeared . Despit e teachers ' an d parents ' 
legitimate fears of ideological indoctrination i n a moral education cur -
riculum, the need fo r a  moral education curriculu m i n the schoo l set -
ting has been stronger. Moral education has been reinstated as a school 
subject, and opposition has decreased but not disappeared . 
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It shoul d no t b e thought , however , tha t th e curriculu m o f mora l 
education is predetermined i n the Japanese school setting, that it con-
sists of only innocuous Japanes e platitudes . The subjec t matte r calle d 
morals i n Japanes e school s i s a  se t o f idea s tha t coul d b e designe d 
much differentl y tha n i t is , within th e framewor k o f Japanese culture . 
Several ethnographers have given us descriptions of "spiritual training" 
in othe r setting s in Japan, and th e conten t i s quite differen t fro m th e 
school curriculum . I n particular , th e absenc e o f th e theme s o f filia l 
piety and the concept of on, obligation that must but cannot be repaid, 
is striking to those familiar with Japanese culture. 

Kondo, in her boo k Crafting  Selves  (1990), gives us a  vivid picture 
of a  self-improvemen t course , a  "spiritua l training " cours e a t Rinr i 
Gakuen (Ethic s Institute) , t o whic h he r employe r sen t hi s full-tim e 
employees fo r thei r persona l growt h an d developmen t an d t o mak e 
them better employees. Here the theme of filial piety, of immeasurable 
gratitude to parents for the gift of life, was one of the major motivatin g 
themes, one that elicited strong emotional reactions from participants . 
The acceptanc e o f lif e a s i t is , includin g existin g authorit y relation -
ships, was also emphasized a t Rinri Gakuen; this theme is absent fro m 
the schoo l moral s curriculum . Rinr i Gakue n enforce d behavio r pat -
terns, such as the rote repetition of verbal formulas an d greetings, that 
were meant to break down the "selfish" insistence on individuality that 
variations would indicate ; this sor t o f self-denial i s also missing in th e 
school curriculum. There is instead an impressive emphasis on individ-
uality, independen t judgment , an d remainin g tru e t o onesel f i n th e 
school curriculum. I n othe r context s concerned with morals in Japan, 
these are generally de-emphasized if not disapproved of altogether. 

It will be apparent from othe r chapters that Japanese schools do no t 
confine thei r teaching o f morals to th e on e hou r a  week labeled wit h 
that tide. Neither the administration, the teachers, nor the parents fee l 
that th e res t o f the tim e i n schoo l i s devoid o f moral content . Man y 
policies, such as those seen in the cleaning of the school, the opportu -
nities for group life experiences in school trips and expeditions and fo r 
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cooperative activitie s on Sport s Day and a t other events , and delegat -
ing to groups of students the responsibility for running many everyday 
activities, are quite self-consciously adopte d and maintained because of 
their moral value, not their academic value. 

Japanese pedagogical  theor y stresse s th e importanc e o f "doing " i n 
learning, rathe r tha n talking . If  action s ar e th e desire d ones , th e 
thoughts tha t suppor t the m wil l follow. Moral s class , once a  week, is 
mostly talking. School life, every day, is the related "doing. " 
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-l^ostmodern, deconstructionis t anthropolog y i s centrally concerne d 
with the role of symbolic actions in social settings to establish a shared 
consensus among participants about what is "real" and what is "really" 
going on . Languag e i s one o f the primar y form s o f symboli c action , 
and the power o f talk to "construct " realit y for participants i s a point 
emphasized b y suc h analysts . Th e Europea n theorists , especiall y 
(Bourdieu, Habermas , Foucault , Fairclough , fo r instance) , generall y 
feel tha t i n the situation s the y are concerned with , including schools , 
the use of language to construct understandings is nefarious, justifyin g 
unjust powe r inequities . Japanes e teacher s an d schools , clearl y no t 
accepting thi s mora l evaluatio n o f thei r activities , see m t o believ e 
wholeheartedly in the power o f talk to make reality. They spend what 
seem lik e inordinate amount s o f time i n talk , specificall y intende d t o 
get childre n t o thin k abou t socia l issue s in particula r ways . This tal k 
seems to me to come across as exhortation, preaching, persuasion, and 
nagging. 

Let me go back to preschool and Catherine Lewis' s writings (1995: 
125-26) fo r a  stor y t o illustrat e th e reality-makin g powe r o f tal k i n 
Japanese schools . Lewis reports tha t on e day at a  preschool ther e was 
an interactio n o f severa l five-year-old  boy s wit h th e clas s goldfish . 

176 
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Their activity consisted of making small clay pellets and dropping them 
into th e tank , callin g ou t "Bomb s away! " Th e teache r severa l time s 
pointed ou t tha t th e fish  coul d ge t hur t thi s way , tha t thi s wasn' t a 
good thing to do. The activity was apparently compelling enough tha t 
the boy s ignore d he r objections . Sh e di d no t insis t tha t the y stop . 
During th e end-of-the-da y meeting , however , sh e brough t u p thi s 
incident fo r discussion . Firs t she described th e boys ' activity and gav e 
her interpretation o f their actions : they really wanted t o help the fish, 
giving them cla y pellets tha t looke d lik e food pellets , and the y didn' t 
realize that dropping the pellets could hurt the fish. "What does every-
body thin k abou t this? " Som e childre n volunteere d tha t i t sounde d 
like fun , bu t mos t sai d the y didn' t wan t th e fish  t o b e hurt . "Wha t 
should w e d o abou t thi s situation? " Afte r severa l minute s o f discus -
sion, the teacher summarized two themes: nobody should drop thing s 
into the fish tank, and if you see someone hurting the fish, you should 
tell them to stop. She herself suggested tha t rotating the chore group s 
would give everyone a chance to share the fun o f feeding the fish. 

To most non-Japanese, this seems at best a  disingenuous reading of 
the inciden t i n question . Th e teacher' s resolut e ignorin g o f th e les s 
admirable motives that some might discern in the "Bombs away!" that 
accompanied th e actions , her apparen t refusa l t o dea l with th e boys ' 
actions as springing from "bad " motives, is only the most obvious ploy 
in her reconstruction o f the incident for class consideration. She never 
acknowledged tha t th e cla y pellets might loo k a s much lik e bombs as 
they looked like food. Childre n who, during the discussion, mentioned 
they migh t als o like bombin g th e fish were no t reprimanded , merel y 
ignored, and their comments didn' t ge t mentioned in her summary. 

She also fully refrained from  an y suggestion tha t the boys had bee n 
at fault in disobeying her. Her talk to them during the incident, "Tha t 
could hurt the fish." "They look like food, but they aren't." "How sad 
the class will be if the fish get hurt," are all determinedly not directives, 
not order s t o b e obeye d o r defied , thoug h hint s lik e thi s ar e mean t 
to b e take n a s directive s i n school s an d homes , an d childre n kno w 
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how to interpre t them . B y not followin g th e teacher' s hints , the boy s 
confirmed he r interpretation tha t they "did not understand," avoidin g 
the necessity of any interpretation o f defiance. I n th e summar y of the 
class discussion, however, members of the class were given the author -
ity to "tel l them to stop," an authority the teacher declined to take on 
herself. 

On the other hand, the teacher's formulation o f three practical ways 
of avoiding the problem in the future seem s realistic, and her descrip-
tion of what had happened was not so far-fetched a s to be ridiculous to 
five-year-olds. (If it seems that adult s are not susceptibl e t o suc h sim-
ple-minded manipulation , I  suggest thinking about the efforts o f pub-
lic relations "spin doctors." ) 

In anothe r clas s meeting th e proble m o f children wh o ar e s o bus y 
playing the y don' t hel p thei r han  accomplis h chore s wa s raised . Th e 
teacher's molding of the discussion is apparent in her reactions to solu-
tions offered b y class members. A suggestion tha t a  couple of children 
should just d o th e work themselve s prompted th e teacher' s question , 
"Do yo u thin k that' s right? " and gav e children a  chance t o disagree . 
This supposedly noncommittal question form is one teachers often us e 
to signa l tha t anothe r answe r i s required. Th e nex t suggestion , "W e 
could mak e the people who aren' t helpin g stand in the hall, " elicited 
another teache r question , "I s i t a  goo d situatio n whe n peopl e wor k 
because the y ar e force d to? " whic h agai n signale d tha t the y hadn' t 
quite hi t on an approved course of action. (Incorporate d i n this ques-
tion i s also the presuppositio n tha t thos e childre n who ar e doing th e 
work ar e doing i t o f their ow n goo d will , not becaus e the y are bein g 
forced. Th e power o f this presupposition ma y be no less because i t is 
so take n fo r granted , s o casual , s o litd e a  focu s o f over t attention. ) 
After severa l other suggestions failed to be recognized as satisfactory— 
not tha t the y were rejected outrigh t b y the teacher , just tha t sh e kep t 
asking for more suggestions, someone came up with the idea that "th e 
people who are working could get together and call the others in a big 
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voice." Thi s suggestio n wa s promptl y accepte d b y th e teacher , wh o 
then moved on to another topic. 

It i s wort h speculating  wh y thi s cours e o f actio n wa s considere d 
appropriate, and it is possible to see several advantages of it. First, it is 
within the capacities of the age group involved and probably has some 
intrinsic appeal—"getting together and calling in a loud voice" sounds 
like fun . Second , i t require s n o teache r actio n an d yet  ma y provide a 
solution to the problem of noncooperation. Third , it assumes that th e 
delinquents ar e really good a t hear t an d just nee d remindin g o f what 
to do. This may well be true, and if so, the problem will be solved in a 
way that confirms th e teacher' s reading of the motives , the issues, and 
the bes t solutions . Notably , no on e ha s been accuse d o f base motive s 
or shirking , n o on e ha s bee n aske d t o accep t a n unfai r shar e o f th e 
work, an d th e teache r ha s avoided bein g th e arbiter , rul e maker , an d 
enforcer. 

During persisten t questionin g b y Lewi s a t th e en d o f th e goldfis h 
bombing day , the teache r denie d tha t sh e eve n privately though t th e 
boys intended to hurt the fish. When children—or adults—understan d 
why action s ar e wrong , the y won' t d o them . Conversely , i f the y d o 
wrong actions , that is compelling evidence that they don't understan d 
and that more explanations are in order . 

Learning empathy is difficult, an d probably it is accomplished bes t if 
it is mediated b y language. Teachers constantly talk about the feeling s 
that a  child's action s wil l create i n other s an d assum e tha t thes e feel -
ings act a s motives fo r a  child's actions . A child hefting a  rock on th e 
playground, looking to a non-Japanese observe r as though he is about 
to thro w i t a t anothe r child , i s asked to "lend " th e roc k t o a  teacher , 
who gentl y touche s th e bac k o f hi s hea d wit h it , saying , "Someon e 
could ge t hur t i f they go t hi t with a  rock," an d hand s i t bac k to hi m 
(Lewis 1995:132). In the teacher's construction of what was going on, 
the bo y had not though t h e might hur t anyone , so she pointed i t ou t 
to him. Then she acted on the assumption he would no t want to hur t 
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anyone an d tha t th e realizatio n o f how he would feel , brough t t o hi s 
attention by being touched by the rock, was all the motivation neede d 
to refrai n fro m throwin g it . He r action s sen d a  powerfu l messag e 
about what was "really going on" to the boy and to others. It seems to 
me importan t tha t sh e di d no t tak e an y action s suc h a s keeping th e 
rock or sending the boy to dispose of it safely that might allow for any 
other understanding of his actions. 

If these teachers are using the "every child is a good child" interpre-
tation of behavior as a ploy to get behaviors they approve of , thei r use 
of it is enhanced b y their own conviction tha t thi s is "really" true; fo r 
them i t is not a  tactic, merely an adjustment t o reality . The goa l is to 
get goo d behavio r t o follo w "naturally " fro m understandin g o f th e 
consequences of actions in a social setting. 

Teachers ca n b e ver y patien t i n thei r pursui t o f suc h a  long-ter m 
goal. They are willing to tolerate the misbehavior that precedes under-
standing, while continuing t o place thei r constructio n o f motives an d 
effects o n children' s behavio r i n a  way that seem s to combin e uniqu e 
portions of idealism and realism. If a teacher makes a policy of praising 
the mos t disruptive child in the class at least once during each period , 
in part "t o keep his classmates from givin g up o n him " (Lewi s 1995 : 
135), she is not ignoring th e rea l costs to hi s classmates of his behav-
ior, but she is acting on a belief that being treated like a good child will 
lead him to act like a good child and that in the long run this will most 
effectively mak e him a constructive, happy student and friend . 

In this particular case, the troublesome boy was a first grader whose 
reputation a s a "difficul t child " ha d precede d hi m t o school . H e wa s 
assigned to the most skilled first-grade teacher and was an active topic 
of conversation amon g al l the teacher s o f the first-  and second-grad e 
classes. They were aware of the problems he presented, especially since 
one of the things he did was to yell insults—"Stupid, stupid!"—a t th e 
teacher severa l time s a  day , i n a  voice tha t coul d b e hear d i n othe r 
classrooms. I t seem s to m e tha t th e leve l of cultural consensu s abou t 
the bes t way to trea t case s like his is illustrated in the lack of criticism 
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from othe r teachers about the handling of the case and their toleranc e 
of her tolerance o f his behavior, until he could b e brought t o "under -
stand" bette r way s t o behave . The y seeme d t o thin k i t would tak e a 
year or two for hi m to understand an d brin g his behavior in line with 
his understanding. 

Fighting is another form o f misbehavior that Japanese teachers want 
to sto p i n th e lon g run , bu t a s a  matte r o f polic y the y refrai n fro m 
stopping fights, not because they don't recognize what's going on, but 
because the y kno w tha t fights  betwee n childre n ar e abou t rea l issue s 
and they feel childre n ca n learn t o handle the m onl y with experience . 
It is better for children to learn this when they are young and are very 
unlikely reall y t o hur t eac h other , tha n t o suppres s fighting  throug h 
adult interventio n unti l the y ar e stronge r an d mor e dangerous . 
Teachers respon d t o fights  i n th e first  instance b y encouraging othe r 
children to intervene and mediate . 

When fights  an d dispute s becom e th e subjec t o f clas s meetings , as 
they ofte n do , the detail s o f what wen t o n ar e no t glosse d over , bu t 
described i n full . Effort s b y classmates t o interven e ar e talke d about , 
the resolutio n o f th e fight  i s commente d on , wea k childre n ar e 
described a s having becom e stronger , an d aggressiv e children ar e cas t 
in disfavor a s bullies. I  think th e realisti c description o f actions tha t i s 
encouraged by teachers in these discussions gives more credence to the 
interpretations o f the actions that allow teachers to construct in adult , 
culturally Japanese terms an understanding of "what really happened," 
why the outcome was satisfactory o r not , and what should b e done in 
another situation . 

Often th e "satisfactory" solutio n seems unexpectedly realistic. When 
Sam took toys from th e other children his first day at kindergarten, his 
desire to have them was treated as legitimate. He was persuaded to ask, 
and enabled t o ask , and in return th e othe r children were expected t o 
honor hi s cooperativeness. Sam's desires were not suppressed , bu t th e 
best possible interpretation was placed on them—he wanted to partici-
pate. The other children were expected to tolerate his clumsy efforts a t 
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interaction unti l he go t t o b e more proficient . I  didn' t se e it , bu t I' d 
be willing to be t that the class meeting a t the end of Sam's first day at 
kindergarten included lots of talk about what his behavior meant, what 
children could expect of him, and strategies for dealing with him. 

In the give and take of school life, Japanese teachers seem to be con-
structing a kind of psychological tolerance for what are seen as individ-
ual difference s o f skil l an d temperament . Jus t a s teacher s an d adult s 
tolerate misbehavior that arises from lack of understanding and skill, so 
too children must tolerate such behavior from eac h other. One should-
n't b e so touchy that every little thing a classmate does is irritating and 
cause for discomfort. Other s have their limitations, too. Some kinds of 
physical contact , includin g hitting , ar e ofte n see n i n Japanes e class -
rooms, and teachers seem to construe thi s as not seriou s and discour -
age children from takin g it seriously. Teachers and parents consistentl y 
interpret children' s hittin g the m a s unskillful bu t sincer e attempt s a t 
interaction, an d they teach childre n t o tak e thi s approach themselves , 
too. Again, talk in class meetings is involved in creating in children an 
acceptance of this approach. 

Affectionate form s o f physica l contact , holdin g hand s an d arm s 
around shoulders , ar e commo n amon g Japanes e childre n a t school , 
too. I t i s also true tha t outsid e o f Japanese school s physical contac t is 
not see n a s ground s fo r complaint . I n crowde d train s an d subway s 
people are jammed together and do not hold their bodies so tightly as 
Americans t o minimiz e bod y contact . O n bus y sidewalks , people ar e 
less concerne d abou t keepin g thei r package s an d briefcase s fro m 
touching othe r people , an d the y ofte n brus h shoulder s i n passing . 
Cars, bicycles , and people com e much close r to eac h othe r o n street s 
than in the United States. 

Learning these norms o f tolerance fo r touchin g make s it very diffi -
cult for young Japanese women when they encounter touching behav-
iors from men in work and public situations . They report feelin g tha t 
men they work with touch them inappropriately , and they are shamed 
and resentfu l whe n me n "fee l the m up " o n crowde d train s an d 
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subways. The y can' t thin k o f ver y effectiv e way s t o avoi d thes e 
encounters, or to pass the blame to the men involved, without embar -
rassment to themselves. 

The Japanes e ter m fo r thi s aspec t o f socia l lif e i s butsukariai, 
"bumping up against one another." I t is inevitable, literally and figura-
tively, especiall y sinc e th e Japanes e se e themselve s a s livin g i n a 
crowded countr y populate d wit h uniqu e individuals . Muc h o f th e 
learning o f "ho w t o liv e in a  group" tha t i s the busines s o f schoo l i s 
learning to tolerate and appreciate individuals , at the same time learn-
ing th e limit s o f individuality tha t mak e socia l livin g possible . Toler -
ance i n term s o f difference s associate d wit h ethnic , religious , o r 
cultural groups is not an issue that many Japanese schools are forced t o 
be concerned with, but the problem of weighing tolerance for individ -
uality with the self-effacement neede d for living together i s a problem 
at th e cente r o f Japanese socia l life . I t i s dealt with a t schoo l bu t no t 
solved there ; i t i s no t solve d anywher e i n Japanes e lif e bu t alway s 
remains an issue, as it does in other societies. 

Teachers tal k a t lengt h an d repetitiousl y abou t ho w t o interpre t 
other people' s feelings an d action s and abou t th e lessons to b e draw n 
from socia l interactions . The y stres s tha t othe r peopl e ar e muc h lik e 
oneself, that they have generally good motives , that on e shouldn' t d o 
anything t o other s tha t woul d bothe r oneself , an d tha t everyon e ha s 
shortcomings. This way of teaching an interpretation o f social interac-
tion, o f constructin g a  viabl e understandin g o f socia l experience , 
depends o n a n adul t abilit y t o creat e coheren t verba l formulation s o f 
experience that make sense of what goes on in school. 

Some simpl e emotion s ma y exis t an d motivat e actio n regardles s o f 
cultural label s o r rhetori c fo r discussin g them , bu t man y emotiona l 
states are so inchoate tha t a  verbal and cultural interpretation o f them 
is necessary before eve n the person experiencing them i s able to kno w 
what i s being experienced an d what implications i t has for actio n an d 
interaction. A n exampl e from  America n cultur e come s fro m th e fre -
quent occasion s when on e young chil d hurt s anothe r an d caretakers , 
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in talking about the event, stress that the offending chil d "didn' t mean 
it." Comin g t o se e tha t th e offens e "wasn' t meant " i s suppose d t o 
reduce th e hur t fel t b y th e injure d chil d an d t o chang e th e child' s 
understanding o f the emotions engendered b y the offense. Olde r chil-
dren and adults, too, employ this verbal formula t o evaluate and clarif y 
reactions to potential offenses. The talk and the actions of teachers cre-
ate fo r Japanes e childre n a  culturall y vali d wa y o f understandin g 
motives an d feelings , thei r ow n an d thos e o f others , i n th e contex t 
where they must interact with others. 

In Japanes e classroom s seemingl y endles s discussion s o f event s i n 
class interaction s an d clas s academi c wor k offe r opportunitie s fo r 
teachers t o shap e children' s perception s o f wha t happened , why , 
whether the outcomes were satisfactory or not, how improvements can 
be achieved , an d whethe r other s agre e wit h one' s ow n reading s o f 
actions an d incidents . I  thin k thes e discussion s provid e fo r Japanes e 
children i n schoo l setting s a  "reality check " tha t i s a  "culture check " 
on their experiences of school life. 

Another tactic , if that's a good term, that I  see in Japanese teachers ' 
efforts t o construct realit y for children in culturally acceptable ways is, 
paradoxically, acceptin g an d actin g o n th e powe r o f children i n con -
structing situations. By this I mean that Japanese teachers seem to take 
children's ow n reading s o f what's goin g o n very seriously and refrai n 
from overridin g them in authoritarian ways. 

William Cumming s (1980:118-19 ) tell s th e stor y o f a  gir l wh o 
reacted to her classmates' nickname for her, "Piggy," by refusing t o go 
to school. Her mother reported this to the principal, who visited her at 
home t o hea r he r complaints , the n investigate d wit h th e classroo m 
teacher, who held intense class meetings to discuss the issue. After sev-
eral days of discussion, the whole class went to the girl's home to apol-
ogize and ask her to forgive them . After tw o more days she agreed t o 
return t o school . I t seems to me that parents an d teacher s showed a n 
unexpected amoun t o f tolerance i n thei r handlin g o f this situation , a 
tolerance tha t amounted t o giving a child power over her own action s 
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and assignin g legitimacy t o he r feeling s t o a  remarkable extent . The y 
also demonstrate d persistence , patience , an d realis m i n gettin g th e 
classmates t o accep t responsibilit y fo r bette r behavior . I n othe r situa -
tions one could imagine a  mother, a  principal, or a  teacher not takin g 
this complaint seriously and instead forcing a  child to go to school. Or 
the teache r migh t simpl y impos e punishment s o n th e childre n wh o 
disobeyed her orders to stop the offending behavior . 

The verbal exhortations one encounters in Japan seem to us somehow 
old-fashioned an d quaint. We have become so convinced of the power 
of teaching b y action tha t w e ignor e eve n th e possibilit y o f teachin g 
through words . Japanese schools , in contrast , ar e plastered with mot -
toes and sayings and admonitions an d goals and questions to ask one-
self and charts for keeping track of achievements and failures. These do 
not just remain unnoticed o n the walls and in the textbooks and note-
books. Teacher s constantl y tal k abou t the m an d involv e childre n i n 
creating them. Goals for the year, for the term, for the week, for Sports 
Day, and fo r th e summe r vacatio n ar e al l discusse d i n clas s meeting s 
and recorde d fo r futur e consideratio n o f whethe r o r no t the y hav e 
been met . 

One o f the thing s I  notic e abou t thes e goal s is that man y o f the m 
seem t o b e thing s I  woul d expect , suc h a s makin g a n effor t no t t o 
forget t o brin g schoo l material s from home , or practicing kanji  ever y 
day. Other s see m t o b e entirel y unnecessary . D o childre n reall y nee d 
to hav e se t a s a  formal goa l "playin g energeticall y durin g recess " o r 
"answering i n a  loud voic e whe n yo u ar e calle d on" ? Somehow , fo r 
Japanese children , th e habi t o f evaluatin g eve n action s lik e thes e i n 
terms of goals to be met seems to spill over into the habit of evaluating 
other behaviors in terms of meeting goals, too. 

Some are goals for smal l or large groups. A ban might se t a  goal of 
finishing thei r chore s mor e speedil y o r o f reducin g th e numbe r o f 
"forgotten items" ; a  class might se t a  goal o f no t losin g sigh t o f th e 
teacher during a field trip or of listening more quiedy when classmates 
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are talking. Some ar e goals for individuals : to learn th e multiplicatio n 
tables, to eat some of everything at lunch, or to use the horizontal bars 
on the playground. 

Nearly al l th e evaluatio n o f meetin g goal s i s self-evaluation , don e 
publicly. Often chart s are made for keeping track of progress in reach-
ing the goals . For group goals , group discussion s precede the record -
ing of evaluations. Often a  graduated syste m of score keeping is used. 
Not onl y does a  group o r a n individual ge t a  red sta r fo r achievin g a 
goal, bu t the y may ge t a  gold sta r fo r tryin g eve n i f they didn' t suc -
ceed. I t i s up t o th e grou p o r th e individua l t o mak e decision s abou t 
this, but they have to announce the decision publicly, in discussions or 
on a  chart. Especiall y a t the youngest ages , other childre n wil l not b e 
at al l reticent abou t sayin g whether thes e self-judgment s ar e plausible 
or not . 

The practic e o f continua l self-evaluatio n i n public , fo r academi c 
goals and goals of character development, is either a  brilliant tactic fo r 
motivating individual s i n man y area s o f lif e an d a t man y level s o f 
accomplishment, or a nasty, Machiavellian plot to impose the values of 
the authoritie s o n tende r minds . I t is , again, throug h teacher-guide d 
discussion tha t thes e goal s fo r th e group s an d fo r individual s ar e se t 
and formulated . Althoug h teacher s ma y adop t verba l strategie s fo r a 
role in discussions tha t doe s not appea r dominating , such as sitting in 
the back during discussions and raising a hand to be recognized by the 
student meeting leader before speaking , it is still the case that teacher s 
can and do influence the choice and wording of both goals and evalua-
tion criteria . Thei r change s o f wordin g usuall y ten d t o formalize , 
soften, an d generalize the goals. In this sense they are imposing values 
and conceptions of actions on the thinking of children. One could see 
their acceptance o f goals that children migh t find  attractive—"playin g 
energetically a t recess," for example—amon g th e tota l se t o f goals t o 
be pursue d a s a  subd e for m o f coercion , leadin g childre n t o accep t 
teacher goals, too. 
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At the most linguistic, grammatical level , the form o f talk in discus-
sions is nonauthoritarian an d nondirective. Japanese contains linguistic 
forms tha t ar e imperativ e verbs , bes t translate d a s the equivalent s o f 
English imperatives , suc h a s "Stop! " "Giv e i t t o me! " "Si t down! " 
"Answer!" o r an y othe r direc t order . I n Japanes e conversatio n thes e 
are almost never used, and they are not used in discussions or formula -
tions of goals. Instead, there is widespread usage of a form tha t is more 
like the English "Let's " do such and such, and of another form tha t is 
explicitly a request for a  favor. I n English the "let' s do such and such " 
form i s usually clearly addressed t o a  group tha t include s th e speake r 
and someon e else . I n Japanes e i t usuall y include s th e speaker , bu t i t 
may not , an d i t usuall y include s anothe r person , bu t i t ma y not . I n 
other words, it can be used for "yo u do such and such," "let' s (us ) d o 
such and such," or "I' m goin g to do such and such. " I t is , as a form , 
ambiguous amon g thes e possibilities , an d i n grou p meeting s an d i n 
setting goals this ambiguity is exploited. 

In Japanese sentences the subjec t i s commonly omitted whenever i t 
can be inferred from th e context, and the verb is not marked for singu-
lar or plural number o r for gender . (I t is marked for relative hierarchi-
cal status, formality, an d fo r in-grou p versus out-group membership. ) 
In man y context s th e subjec t tha t ca n b e inferre d i s thus indetermi -
nate. This feature i s used to avoid pointing a finger of blame at anyone 
(including oneself, whenever useful) o r explicidy saying who is respon-
sible fo r certai n act s o r wh o shoul d d o certai n things . (Englis h use s 
forms lik e "M y jacket go t lost, " "Ther e isn' t an y more dessert, " an d 
"Where hav e m y ca r key s gone? " t o accomplis h th e sam e purposes. ) 
Thus, eve n whe n th e topic s o f discussio n ar e personall y threatening , 
the forms o f speech used tend to mitigate the threats. 

(To interpose a  totally American reaction, I  find it irritating enoug h 
when a t th e en d o f a n airplan e flight  i n th e Unite d States , a n 
announcement remind s me to "Chec k the overhead bin s and the area 
around yo u fo r an y item s yo u ma y hav e forgotten. " Bu t I  dislik e i t 
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even mor e whe n th e announcemen t a t ever y trai n statio n i n Japa n 
seems to b e saying "Let' s chec k carefully an d no t leav e any forgotten 
belongings." Who are they kidding?) 

It is not just in awarding themselves stars on charts that children are 
involved i n self-evaluation . Hansei  (self-evaluation , reflection) , i s a n 
activity tha t applie s t o man y differen t kind s o f actions . Thi s i s wha t 
classes d o whe n the y revie w thei r clas s tri p o r thei r preparation s fo r 
Sports Day , o r afte r readin g a  story o r completin g a  lesson i n socia l 
studies o r mathematics . A s a  literar y for m hansei  ar e intende d t o 
embrace bot h emotiona l reaction s an d intellectua l understandings , 
which are not nearly so separated as they tend to be in Western literary 
forms. 

In the third term of first grade, Ellen and her classmates began keep-
ing a  forma l hansei  notebook containin g reflection s abou t school . 
Ellen's first  entrie s note d wha t sh e like d abou t schoo l an d wha t sh e 
found "troublesome. " 

I like to read. I  don't like lunch. 
I like Japanese. I  don't like to carry a heavy backpack. 
I like recess and other things. I  don't like to walk to school. 
I like phys ed and art. 
I like cleaning. 
I like to be class leader. 
I like my friends. 

This notebook was handed i n to the teacher , who responded t o Elle n 
with "Yo u lik e a  lo t o f things . I' m relieved . A s fo r th e troublesom e 
things, wha t ca n mak e the m better ? If  yo u thin k goo d thoughts , 
maybe they'll get better." Later entries still had lunch as a troublesome 
thing, bu t b y th e en d sh e ha d stoppe d mentionin g it , wherea s th e 
list of things she liked had expanded t o include the teacher , the back -
pack, and school in general. The teacher' s last comment in reply dealt 
mosdy with a  bad spellin g mistak e Elle n repeate d severa l times . I t i s 
not difficult t o see some mental coercion here. 
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In th e case s where writin g a  hansei  is used  a s a  disciplinary tactic , 
teachers sometimes reject what is offered an d require children to keep 
rewriting thei r thoughts unti l they are acceptable. During discussions , 
they refus e t o en d th e discussio n unti l a  resolution o r understandin g 
they find  acceptabl e ha s bee n formulated . The y ar e actin g a s thoug h 
the powe r o f word s t o creat e realit y i s ver y strong , perhap s stron g 
enough to overcome dissimulation on the part of students. 



9 
Enlisting Mothers ' Effort s 

.X. ca n read Japanese bu t usually with difficulty , s o I noticed th e vol-
ume o f communication s tha t cam e hom e fro m schoo l mor e tha n I 
would have had they been in English—it seemed like a lot. There were 
scheduled publications , such a s the monthl y newslette r fo r th e whol e 
school, the monthly letter fo r eac h grade, and the monthly menus fo r 
school lunch. There were also occasional items like advice about sum-
mer vacation and glossy printed collections of writings by the children . 

From m y point o f view perhaps the mos t usefu l o f the schoo l com-
munications wa s th e monthl y schoo l newsletter . Afte r strugglin g 
through the first few letters from th e principal, which make up about a 
third o f the materia l each month, and finding the y were philosophica l 
reflections o n holiday s or o n reachin g the curren t stag e o f the schoo l 
year or on th e goal s of education fo r life , I  stopped makin g the effor t 
to read them. But I looked at the monthly feature listing the outstand -
ing achievements of individual students in city art exhibitions or sports 
competitions or science projects for the names of children in Sam's and 
Ellen's classes or o f other people I  knew. I  learned I  had bette r chec k 
out the announcements for daily events, because they included notice s 
about earl y closing , day s wit h n o lunch , clas s trips , when extr a fee s 
were due , meetings fo r mother s t o attend , an d i n genera l an y event s 
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that migh t involv e a  chang e o f dail y plans . Announcement s abou t 
when the students ' eyesight would b e tested didn' t requir e an y action 
on our part but were interesting to know about . 

I always felt that our family was just barely coping with life in Japan, 
and I occasionally took comfort from som e of the items in the newslet-
ter. Eac h famil y wit h a  chil d a t Okub o Higash i need s t o kee p a n 
account a t one of two local banks; each month o n a n announced dat e 
the schoo l withdraw s a  certai n amoun t fro m th e accoun t t o pa y fo r 
lunches an d extr a material s th e teache r ha s purchase d fo r eac h chil d 
(drills and practice tests, usually). The two authorized bank s were very 
small local ones, inconvenient t o use for mos t o f our family' s bankin g 
purposes, an d ou r mai n accoun t wa s a t anothe r bank . Readin g th e 
item explainin g th e difficultie s face d b y the schoo l becaus e to o man y 
families were not keeping enough money in this account to cover their 
fees made m e realize that I  was not th e onl y one who sometimes for -
got to deposi t money there. I  also wondered abou t what sorts of reci-
procal favor s were behin d th e practic e o f using only these tw o banks , 
but I  never got around to asking. 

Besides the newslette r fo r th e whole school , there was also one fo r 
each grad e eac h month—no t eac h homeroom , bu t eac h grade , wit h 
usually fou r classe s in eac h grade . As a  regular feature , eac h o f thes e 
included a brief description of the topics to be covered in each subject , 
a summary of notices about daily happenings in each grade (thi s was a 
repetition fro m th e all-schoo l newsletter , usually) , an d report s o n 
activities o f th e grades , suc h a s th e swimmin g level s attaine d b y th e 
fifth graders during the summer vacation lessons or explanations of the 
grading system for the upcoming report cards. 

There were als o admonitions fro m th e teacher s abou t wha t parent s 
should b e doin g t o hel p thei r childre n a t home . At Ne w Year' s tim e 
the fifth-grade teachers reminded us that we should coach our children 
on th e prope r form s an d etiquett e fo r offerin g Ne w Year' s greeting s 
and hel p the m decid e wisel y how t o us e th e mone y the y receive d a s 
gifts. I  fel t tha t non e o f these thing s were an y busines s o f the schoo l 
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and that the teachers were being insulting by telling me my duties as a 
mother. I  am assured b y my Japanese friends , however , tha t thi s is an 
unwarranted interpretation . Suc h message s onl y expres s th e teachers ' 
concern for the total well-being of their students. 

The advantage of these monthly newsletters was that they gave par-
ents advance notice of school activities in a compact form. If  your kid 
could ge t onl y tw o piece s o f pape r a  month hom e safely , abou t th e 
extent of what Sam usually bothered with, you would b e prepared fo r 
whatever was likely to happen a t school. There wouldn't b e late-nigh t 
announcements abou t crucia l equipmen t fo r a  projec t absolutel y 
needed the next morning. We were told at the beginning of November 
about th e calligraph y supplie s neede d b y th e fifth  grader s fo r thei r 
New Year' s writing , an d parent s wer e informe d abou t ongoin g pro -
jects, such as the month o f practice needed before th e jump-rope test . 
The disadvantage for me was the feeling that I was being nagged abou t 
my own job and getting more advice than I  wanted. 

I als o didn' t alway s interpre t correcd y wha t I  wa s suppose d t o d o 
about some of the information, an d sometimes Sam and Ellen suffere d 
because o f it . I  didn' t realiz e tha t I  shoul d tak e th e announcemen t 
about jumpin g rop e a s a  seriou s homewor k project , s o I  didn' t na g 
Ellen into practicing as a Japanese mother would probably have done, 
and sh e di d ver y poorl y o n th e test . Whe n th e Octobe r fifth-grade 
newsletter mentioned tha t the children would b e going to the templ e 
to do watercolors, I should have taken that as a signal that Sam would 
need paints and equipment, and I should have purchased them. (And I 
would hav e known wha t paint s an d equipmen t h e needed , i f I'd ha d 
art lessons in school in Japan.) These were symptoms of my failure t o 
realize unti l lat e i n th e yea r how , a s a  mother, I  wa s supposed t o b e 
active i n th e schoo l work o f m y children . Bot h th e childre n an d th e 
school had a  right t o expec t me to live up to thi s responsibility, and I 
just didn' t sometimes . I  knew intellectually tha t Japanese mothers ar e 
more active , mor e encouraging , mor e involved , an d mor e necessar y 
than I  am in America; it just didn't sink in emotionally and practically. 
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The mos t constan t for m o f communication wa s the renrakucho  for 
first graders . Olde r childre n di d no t hav e a  daily renrakucho;  the y ar e 
supposed to be more independent an d responsible. Renrakucho  means 
"communication booklet, " and I was familiar with the idea from Sam' s 
and Ellen' s previou s sojourn s i n da y car e an d kindergarten . I t i s a 
booklet tha t i s read an d written i n every day by both th e teache r an d 
the parent . Bot h stam p i t with a  seal ever y day , and an y informatio n 
that needs to be passed back and forth i s included. 

In Ellen's day care center, the renrakucho  included daily notations of 
bowel movements, sleeping times, and times and amounts of eating, as 
well a s comments o n he r moo d o r genera l well-being . ( I thin k I  was 
supposed t o sen d bac k simila r informatio n abou t he r behavio r a t 
home, but I  didn' t figure this out unti l near the end of her stay, and I 
might no t hav e don e i t anyway. ) An y informatio n abou t schedul e 
changes, medicines, or the like could also be included. When Sam was 
in kindergarten , hi s renrakucho  did no t includ e s o much informatio n 
about physica l health , bu t nearl y ever y da y brough t comment s fro m 
the teacher about his activities, ranging from "Toda y Sam led the class 
in opening exercises" to "He certainly does like the swings!" 

In first  grad e th e renrakucho  includes no t onl y dail y homewor k 
assignments an d report s o n classroo m activitie s bu t als o specia l 
announcements o r reminders . Ellen' s teacher wrote th e dail y message 
on th e blackboard , an d i t was copied b y each student , s o tha t i t was 
part o f the trainin g in handwriting , an d s o that parent s coul d se e th e 
progress their children were making in this area. Ellen's notes becam e 
easily legible in about a  month. Parents are to stamp the booklet daily, 
and the teache r als o stamps it , to sho w that sh e has checked fo r mes -
sages from home . 

This stamp, or hanko,  is a seal with the family name carved on it that 
is pressed into a  block of red ink and the n stamped  o n th e document . 
Signatures are not "legal " in Japan; the family seal or hanko is. Families 
usually have more than one copy of their hanko,  and it is okay for any-
one in the family to use it if the occasion arises—to sign for a  delivery, 
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for instance. You can buy a hanko for your name if it's a fairly commo n 
one in most stationary stores or department stores; otherwise, you have 
it individuall y carved . I n addition , familie s hav e a  hand-carved hanko 
registered with city hall for use in the most important transactions such 
as the sale of real estate. The possibilities for fraud in this situation seem 
not to be a danger in the thinking of most Japanese, and Ellen absorbed 
the notion tha t i t was all right for he r to sign my initials, which I  used 
instead of a hanko, in the renrakucho.  In Japanese terms, it was. 

The renrakucho  seems an innocuous i f effective techniqu e o f enlist-
ing home cooperatio n an d involvemen t i n th e dail y life o f school . It s 
potential powe r cam e hom e t o m e strikingl y i n a n inciden t tha t 
occurred during the first few weeks that Sam and Ellen were attending 
Okubo Higash i School . Yo u ma y remembe r fro m th e descriptio n o f 
school equipment an d the materia l to be carried in the backpac k eac h 
day tha t m y initia l reactio n wa s tha t thi s wa s a  burdensom e lis t o f 
duties, one that it would be unreasonable to expect someone of Ellen's 
age to b e able to carr y out alone . I  took a  deep breath , told mysel f it 
would be good experience in Japanese mothering techniques, and pre-
pared t o tak e o n partia l responsibilit y fo r seein g tha t everythin g 
needed got taken to school each day. 

One day the renrakucho  came home with a  note saying that entirel y 
too man y thing s wer e bein g forgotten ; w e shoul d wor k har d t o 
improve th e situation . At the tim e I  though t thi s note wa s unique t o 
Ellen's renrakucho\  no w I  thin k i t went hom e t o everyone . M y reac-
tion amazed me: I immediately became angry with Ellen. I scolded her 
and starte d talkin g abou t ho w getting read y for schoo l really was her 
responsibility, afte r all . All this , I  think , t o avoi d a  scolding fro m he r 
teacher aimed at me! I don't like being reprimanded by teachers. If not 
forgetting things was Ellen's responsibility, not mine, then I wasn't the 
one getting the scolding. And so I added my pressure for performanc e 
of this se t o f tasks t o th e school' s mora l weight , al l so I  coul d avoi d 
getting in trouble with the teacher, even though I  had decided the job 
was too onerous for a  seven-year-old! 
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Within a  few hours I  go t ove r my irritation with Ellen (an d offere d 
an apology) . I  wa s disappointe d i n m y susceptibilit y t o suc h under -
handed manipulatio n b y th e school , o r b y authoritie s i n general , 
became indignant at the use of such techniques to enlist home suppor t 
for schoo l goals , an d ende d i n a  reluctan t admiratio n fo r whoeve r 
devised such an effective for m o f coercion. I  decided to keep on help-
ing Ellen, accept my failures, and not take it out on her. 

All this emotion engendere d b y two sentences in a  daily communi -
cation notebook! Schools send home dozens of notes, newsletters, and 
announcements durin g th e cours e o f a  school year . When I  rea d thi s 
note abou t forgettin g things , I  kne w righ t awa y tha t w e were guilt y 
and tha t i t was addressed t o us (and a t the time i t didn' t occu r to m e 
that othe r home s wer e gettin g th e sam e message) . Th e guil t I  fel t 
myself surely added to the intensity of my reaction. 

In othe r situations , when I  read advic e and reminder s abou t thing s 
to d o suc h a s makin g sur e tha t m y childre n gargle d eac h tim e the y 
came hom e durin g th e winter , I  wa s abl e t o ignor e th e instruction s 
with absolutely no emotional reaction . Bu t this business about forget -
ting school supplies is one that I didn't disagree with the school about ; 
I to o thin k childre n nee d t o lear n t o b e responsibl e fo r thei r ow n 
school activities. 

Most o f the behavior s and attitudes schools try to instil l in childre n 
in Japan are ones that find widespread acceptance among Japanese par-
ents, wh o als o largel y agre e tha t i t i s legitimate fo r school s t o teac h 
children thes e things . Th e constan t reinforcemen t o f thes e value s i n 
school communication s an d th e somewha t admonitor y ton e o f th e 
writing probably is in the long term an effective wa y of enlisting pres-
sure from hom e on children to enhance the school's attempts to teach 
proper behavior s an d attitudes . Anothe r wa y o f lookin g a t i t i s tha t 
these communications are ways of reminding mothers that their role as 
kyoiku warna, "education moms, " is one the school system counts on , 
not on e tha t i s optional fo r them . Som e mother s find  way s t o evad e 
some o f the task s schools as k them t o carr y out , an d I  a m sure al l of 
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them do the kind of selecting of important admonitions from th e mass 
of school communications tha t I  did. But I  also think that the volume 
of information an d advic e an d demand s resulte d i n a  higher leve l o f 
cooperation. Mayb e ever y mother coul d decid e t o ignor e 2 0 percen t 
of what the schoo l suggested o r demanded , bu t followin g 8 0 percen t 
of a  hundred direction s mean s tha t mother s ar e doin g a  lot . I t als o 
means tha t mother s ar e willing t o live with a  certain amoun t o f guil t 
from no t perfectl y fulfillin g thei r role , o r a t leas t on e perceptio n o f 
their role that gets a hard sell in modern Japanese culture. 

It i s perhaps to o extrem e t o cal l the kyoiku  mama syndrom e a  prob-
lem, but i t is something that Japanese often tal k about with some am-
bivalence. Discoverin g th e relationshi p betwee n mother s an d school s 
in the educationa l succes s and childhoo d experience s o f Japanese was 
one o f m y goal s fo r thi s yea r i n Japan , an d th e attitude s expresse d 
by Japanese abou t th e issu e were importan t element s fo r th e conclu -
sions I drew. 

School and home reinforce eac h other in the messages they send t o 
children, bu t the y d o no t duplicat e eac h othe r exactly , I  think . 
Basically, elementary schools operate in terms of motivations for learn-
ing that are fundamentally centere d in peer groups and social relations. 
Competition and getting on in the world are relegated to a very subor-
dinate role. Motivations for learning in elementary schools, that is, are 
organized t o exploi t children's immediate socia l appetites (se e chapter 
10 for more on this topic). 

Parents, an d particularl y mothers , pla y tw o differen t supportin g 
roles to th e elementar y schools . First , and no t a t al l trivially, mother s 
facilitate an d suppor t thei r children' s participatio n i n schoo l require -
ments and activities . They do thi s in a  number o f ways. They make i t 
possible fo r thei r childre n t o mee t th e simpl e physica l demand s o f 
school b y providin g th e childre n wit h ar t equipmen t whe n i t i s 
needed; clea n shoes , gy m clothes , an d lunc h clothes ; an d material s 
called fo r i n summe r vacatio n homework . The y pu t schoo l activitie s 
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ahead o f othe r activitie s th e famil y migh t engag e in . The y provid e 
study time and space; they either arrange for juku attendanc e or do the 
drilling and tutoring themselves. 

They absor b th e frustration s an d rebellio n childre n sometime s fee l 
about th e demand s o f school , an d the y d o thi s no t b y heavy-hande d 
authoritarian methods , which the y fee l ar e no t successfu l i n th e lon g 
run, but b y sympathy, cajoling, support , and encouragement . B y both 
Japanese and American standards this is hard work, difficult i n concep-
tion an d tedious in execution . 

By their ow n cooperatio n wit h th e demand s tha t th e schoo l place s 
on the m an d thei r children , the y legitimate th e school' s demand s fo r 
their children . I n mos t case s the y ma y indee d agre e wit h th e schoo l 
about the requirements fo r education , bu t probably every mother ha s 
reservations abou t som e schoo l practices . Fo r me , on e tha t seeme d 
particularly silly was the card Ellen and Sam had to take with them fo r 
every swimmin g lesson , o n whic h I  recorde d thei r temperatur e tha t 
morning and indicated that they were not ill . I did not take a stand on 
this issue, however; I dutifully filled out the card and made sure it was 
included with swimmin g sui t an d towe l when the y went of f t o swim -
ming lessons. I didn't even comment about it much. As I remember it , 
I eve n wen t throug h th e ritua l o f takin g thei r temperature , thoug h 
sometimes only by feeling thei r forehead an d making up a  number fo r 
the card. 

During summer vacation we went to a local festival with friends who 
had a  so n Sam' s age . Th e mothe r explaine d th e timing  o f dinne r 
before w e wen t ou t b y sayin g th e schoo l ha d a  rul e tha t childre n 
should be home b y 9:30 i n the evening during vacation, so we had t o 
eat early to get back by then. She said she thought thi s was really none 
of the school's business, and not very rational, but it was a rule. 

When parent s g o alon g with suc h rule s an d arrang e lif e t o accom -
modate school rules and regulations, they are sending a powerful mes -
sage t o childre n tha t thi s i s the wa y thing s ar e an d shoul d be ; thei r 
behavior validate s th e notio n tha t school s ca n impos e standard s fo r 
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behavior and performance o n childre n an d adults . Thus, schools have 
their requirements legitimated, not subverted or challenged . 

The second way in which school demands are reinforced b y parents 
is not b y duplicating schoo l motivation s bu t b y adding a  second set . 
This second set is focused mor e on long-range preparation fo r life and 
on competition . Elementar y school s certainl y se e thei r job a s prepar-
ing children for life , but they do not expec t this motivation t o be very 
strong for children , and they do no t rel y on i t to b e the basi s for ele -
mentary schoo l learning . Parent s ar e th e one s wh o mos t ofte n an d 
most forcefully articulat e the preparing-for-life motivatio n for childre n 
during these years, not necessarily by talking about it , though they d o 
that, too, but b y letting it motivate them in their actions . Even if par-
ents fee l tha t schoo l i s too demanding , tha t summe r vacatio n shoul d 
be free fro m homework , that going to juku afte r schoo l and on week-
ends i s too much , when the y se e that othe r childre n ar e doin g thes e 
things, they feel they cannot let their own children get behind. It takes 
an exceptionally stron g se t of parents t o resis t thi s desire t o "kee p u p 
with the Tanakas." Parents feel that this is a competition in which they 
must no t handica p thei r children . Th e long-ter m an d competitiv e 
nature of learning and learning activities is foremost in their minds and 
is communicated t o their children . 

Junior high school and high school will later reinforce thes e aspect s 
of learning, bu t the y ar e introduce d firs t i n th e family , a s a  differen t 
and additiona l motivationa l framewor k fo r children . It' s no t a  lon g 
step for competition betwee n children for long-term succes s in educa-
tion t o becom e a  competitio n betwee n mother s fo r bot h long - an d 
short-term succes s o f thei r childre n i n education . I t i s widely recog -
nized a s unhealthy fo r bot h mother s an d childre n when mother s en d 
up doing a lot of homework or summer vacation projects an d evaluat -
ing thei r succes s as mothers b y the succes s of their children i n schoo l 
examinations an d competitions . Sinc e th e hel p o r cooperatio n o f 
mothers i s in fac t necessar y fo r th e succes s o f children, however , i t is 
difficult fo r mothers to avoid this trap. 
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It i s also difficult , Japanes e say , for a  healthy emotiona l relationshi p 
between mother s an d childre n t o surviv e th e demand s o f education . 
On the one hand, Japanese parents are committed to persuading rather 
than forcin g childre n t o d o wel l in school . (Parent s in many countrie s 
who have tried forcing children to do well in school have found tha t the 
children ultimately have the upper hand in this game, to the detrimen t 
of everyone involved. ) A n emotiona l ti e betwee n mothe r an d chil d i s 
the primar y contex t fo r thi s persuasion . I n th e amae  relationship th e 
lack of differentiation betwee n the identity and interests of the two par-
ties, mother and child, is legitimate to some degree. But that lack of dif-
ferentiation enable s mothers to use their own potential shame as a goad 
to performance b y the child. It is, in this dynamic, the mother who will 
be hurt by a child's poor performance, an d the child's unwillingness t o 
hurt th e mothe r mean s tha t mother s ca n us e tactic s I  identif y i n th e 
United States as emotional blackmail . 

Such tactic s ar e likel y t o increas e i n hig h school . On e Japanes e 
friend, who recalls his high school years as exciting and rewarding an d 
less difficul t tha n thos e face d b y hi s ow n children , tol d ho w hi s 
mother, t o shar e in the feeling s hi s efforts produce d an d to help him , 
took (an d carrie d out ) a  vow to pra y fo r hi s success every four hour s 
around th e cloc k durin g hi s thre e year s o f hig h school . Ho w coul d 
anyone not do his homework while this was going on? He made it into 
Tokyo University . I  hav e als o hear d o f mother s givin g u p a  favorit e 
food or beverage, such as tea, for the duration of their children's strug-
gles in high school. 

On th e othe r hand , man y Japanes e recogniz e tha t thi s degre e o f 
amae can and often doe s lead to a  undesirable loss of will and individ -
uality in bot h th e mothe r an d th e child . Kyoiku  mama  i s a  term tha t 
recognizes the contributions mother s make to a  child's education an d 
development, bu t i t als o recognizes th e danger s t o bot h mothe r an d 
child i n th e process . I t i s i n severa l ways , a s m y frien d commented , 
"difficult t o be the mother of an elementary school child. " 



10 
Education i n 

Japanese Societ y 

W hav e seen how Japanese elementary schools are meant to be , 
and seem to be, powerful socializatio n tools—institutions to turn chil-
dren int o Japanes e childre n an d late r Japanes e adults . Japanes e ele -
mentary schools are a part of the larger society, and it is worthwhile t o 
look at how they fit into the rest of the education system and how that 
fits into society as a whole. 

Since the beginning o f the modernization period , Japan has looked 
at itself as a nation poor in natural resources , with only its people a s a 
major asset . The educatio n syste m has always been see n a s contribut -
ing to the national welfare b y producing an educated, skilled , produc-
tive workforce. A crucial decision was made early on and continues t o 
be in force in recent times about the targets of the education system— 
who was to be educated and how. 

The Japanes e decisio n wa s t o hav e tw o tracks , a  mass compulsor y 
education leve l tha t woul d reac h al l childre n an d b e graduall y ex -
tended in number of years, and an elite track that would select children 
early for preparation to enter the governing elite, both of business and 
of government . Th e governmen t too k it s commitmen t t o universa l 
basic education seriously , and i n onl y a  few years afte r beginnin g th e 
national system of education in 1872 had reached close to 10 0 percent 
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enrollment levels. (Handicapped children were exempted—or exclude d 
—from thi s education. ) I n th e earlies t year s th e bigges t chang e thi s 
made wa s i n th e educatio n o f girls . Man y boy s ha d receive d privat e 
schooling i n basi c literac y befor e th e nationa l syste m wa s instituted , 
but no t s o man y girls . Girl s were include d i n compulsor y schoolin g 
from the beginning . 

Gradually, mor e publi c school s wer e starte d t o provid e vocationa l 
training for som e girl s and many boys beyond th e compulsor y educa -
tion period . Thi s schoolin g ha d clea r economi c benefit s fo r th e chil -
dren who received it and clear benefits for the modernization efforts o f 
Japan. Ther e wa s a  stead y increas e i n th e numbe r o f children , bot h 
male and female, who received more years of schooling, and the num-
ber of years of compulsory schooling was increased also. More children 
were provided with special education and fewer exempted o r excluded 
from educatio n because of disabilities. 

At th e sam e tim e tha t educatio n wa s becomin g longe r an d mor e 
encompassing fo r mos t children , th e governmen t als o maintaine d a n 
elite system of high schools and universities to prepare the next gener -
ations o f leader s an d rulers . Entr y t o thes e school s wa s determine d 
partly by family background and partiy by academic achievement. This 
sector als o expanded ove r the years, and family backgroun d becam e a 
less important factor in admission. 

The elite sector in Japanese education has always been small, its size 
determined b y th e government' s perceptio n o f it s nee d fo r leader s 
rather than by the amount o f demand fo r further advance d schooling . 
The publi c appetit e fo r schoolin g beyon d th e compulsor y year s ha s 
always outstripped th e government' s abilit y o r willingnes s t o provid e 
more schooling . Bu t variou s policie s o f the centra l governmen t hav e 
made it possible for private schools to operate and in large part to meet 
the deman d fo r schooling , whic h seem s almos t insatiabl e i n Japa n 
(James and Benjamin 1988) . 

Not only have private high schools and universities been establishe d 
and maintained , bu t a  system o f schooling, largely private, for three- , 
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four-, an d five-year-olds ha s also developed, as has a set of supplemen-
tary schoolin g institutions . Th e supplementar y institution s includ e 
juku an d yobiko. Juku refer s t o a  variety o f out-of-school tutorin g fo r 
children of ages three to eighteen: classes in ballet, swimming, calligra-
phy, foreign languages , or othe r activitie s and subject s no t covere d i n 
the school curriculum; or tutoring for children who are behind in their 
school work , nee d hel p t o kee p up , o r wan t t o d o advance d work . 
Many children atten d on e o r anothe r o f these kinds o f classes several 
times a week after school . 

Tobiko refers t o anothe r kin d o f tutoring schoo l specificall y geare d 
to helpin g student s prepar e fo r universit y entranc e examinations . 
Admission t o a  universit y depend s o n performanc e o n a n entranc e 
examination, an d i n competitiv e fields  such a s medicine an d a t com -
petitive schools, including all the public universities, many students d o 
not pas s th e exam s o n thei r first  attemp t a t th e en d o f hig h school . 
Large numbers of students then decide to spend a year or more study-
ing and preparing to take the exam again. They become ronin,  a well-
established identity in Japanese society; the term originall y referred t o 
unemployed samura i warriors. 

It seem s apparen t tha t al l thes e privat e supplementar y institution s 
dealing with education would not appear in a society unless education 
were a n importan t facto r i n individuals ' lif e opportunities . I t als o 
seems clear that they provide mechanisms for some individuals to avail 
themselves o f advantage s no t ope n t o all—fo r socioeconomi c back -
ground to become a factor in school success. 

Three main questions arise about Japanese society and education a t 
this point. First, does educational achievement have a major impact on 
an individual' s positio n i n th e society ? Second , d o othe r socioeco -
nomic factors affect educationa l attainment? Third, do Japanese regard 
the outcomes of the educational system as fair and just? 

In orde r t o answe r thes e questions , we nee d first  t o establis h tha t 
education i s an important determinan t o f life condition s fo r individu -
als. The n w e nee d t o loo k a t th e educatio n syste m a s a  whole an d 
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understand ho w individua l student s an d thei r familie s ar e confronte d 
with choices and with strategies for negotiating the system. We need to 
look for conditions that promote or diminish equalities among schools 
and among students. 

In the way Japanese think about thei r own society, education i s seen 
as the key to personal and family success. No Japanese parents or teach-
ers seem to question the idea that education is crucial for each individ-
ual. How could such an idea become so firmly entrenched in a country 
that a t th e tim e o f th e America n Civi l War was a  feudal societ y wit h 
hereditary classes and occupations? The level of change associated with 
modernization in Japan is one important contributor to this perception, 
along wit h th e ideolog y an d practic e o f th e educatio n syste m an d 
employers. Durin g th e las t 13 0 year s o r s o th e leve l o f occupationa l 
change that Japan has seen has been such that smaller and smaller pro-
portions of young adults have followed th e occupations of their father s 
and mothers . As inheritance los t its power as the determinant o f occu-
pation, something had to take its place, and that something was educa-
tion. I n man y othe r societie s othe r factors , suc h a s ethnic , linguistic , 
religious, or racial differences, have defined what life paths were open to 
an individual . Japanes e societ y di d no t develo p cleavage s alon g thes e 
lines, however, and these are not salient factors in Japan. (There are two 
small minority groups whose situation will be mentioned later. ) 

The assertion s abov e should no t b e taken t o mea n tha t famil y eco -
nomic activities either had no effect o n occupation during the last cen-
tury an d a  hal f o r ar e no t a n influenc e a t th e presen t moment . 
Certainly, a family that owns economic assets, such as a farm or a small 
business, can pla n tha t th e enterpris e wil l pass to a  successor . A  very 
high value is placed on such lines of succession in Japanese families. I n 
this cas e the relevan t educatio n fo r a  successor chil d ma y not b e pri -
marily school education bu t vocational education receive d in the fam -
ily context. Nevertheless, there are severe restrictions on the abilities of 
families t o carr y ou t suc h a  plan. The famil y enterprise , whether i t b e 
farm o r business,  tha t provide s a  livin g fo r on e famil y wil l i n Japa n 
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usually not provide a living for al l the children of the family when they 
become adults . This was especially the cas e during th e earlie r years of 
this century, when the birth rate in Japan was high. Land reform afte r 
the Secon d Worl d Wa r mean t tha t mos t farm s becam e to o smal l t o 
support more than one family, and that not very well, compared to the 
lifestyle o f nonfar m families . Thi s lead s t o a  secon d consequenc e o f 
modernization: wha t wa s a  viable famil y economi c enterpris e a t on e 
point i n Japanese history was very likely to become , in a  short perio d 
of time, irrelevant o r infeasible becaus e o f changes in technology an d 
marketing. Third , thos e familie s wh o cam e t o depen d o n wage s o r 
salaries, a  very hig h proportio n o f th e workforc e i n moder n Japan , 
have n o economi c enterprise  t o pas s o n t o successo r children . Wha t 
they can give to thei r childre n i s education. Lik e parents everywhere , 
Japanese parent s wan t t o ensur e th e livelihoo d an d succes s o f thei r 
children, and element s o f the economic , social , and politica l develop -
ment o f Japa n hav e combine d t o mak e educatio n th e resourc e tha t 
Japanese parents can use for that end . 

Are parent s an d other s correc t i n thei r perception s tha t educatio n 
makes a difference i n the life outcomes of individuals? The answer here 
is yes , bu t wit h som e qualifications . Her e w e nee d t o loo k a t th e 
Japanese education syste m in its entirety and the factors affecting indi -
viduals' movements within the system. 

In practice , Japanese children ente r the schoo l system a t the ag e o f 
three, four, o r five. This level of school is called yochien, a  direct trans-
lation o f the Germa n kindergarten.  At the present tim e 95 percen t o f 
five-year-olds are enrolle d i n publi c o r privat e kindergarten s o r da y 
care centers , whic h ar e ver y lik e th e kindergartens . Accordin g t o 
American observers , ther e ar e very fe w difference s i n socia l practice s 
between publi c an d privat e institutions , thoug h som e privat e one s 
have a  stronger academi c orientation . Th e level s o f teache r training , 
the physical facilities, and the class sizes are quite constant, and spartan 
by American standards . The cost s to parents ar e not a  major facto r i n 
choosing a  preschool , bein g subordinat e t o convenience . Acces s t o 
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public day care centers is controlled b y "need," an d children there are 
more likely to have mothers who work. The effect o f the preschool sys-
tem i s tha t nearl y al l Japanese childre n ar e enrolled , an d th e atmos -
phere, activities , an d equipmen t the y ar e expose d t o ar e no t ver y 
different fro m on e school to the next . 

Compulsory schoolin g encompasse s grade s on e throug h nine , ele-
mentary schoo l fo r si x year s an d thre e year s o f junio r hig h school . 
Considerable though t an d effort , a s described throughou t thi s book , 
goes into making the elementary and junior high school experiences of 
all children i n Japa n comparabl e an d equal , a s nearly a s possible th e 
same for everyone. Funding and facilities vary litde, the curriculum is a 
nationally prescribed one , uniform fo r al l schools, there i s no trackin g 
within classes or schools, and the Ministry of Education set s the train -
ing an d certificatio n standard s fo r al l publi c schoo l teachers . On e 
major differenc e betwee n elementar y school and junior high school is 
that durin g junior high , teachers , students, and parent s ar e extremel y 
aware o f th e comin g hig h schoo l entranc e examinations , whic h wil l 
separate students for the first time by academic achievement . 

High schoo l i n Japa n i s not required , an d no t free , eve n i n publi c 
schools. Durin g th e earlie r year s student s atten d neighborhoo d 
schools. But which high school they attend depends on the child's and 
the parents ' choic e an d whethe r th e chil d ca n successfull y pas s th e 
entrance examination . For the first time in the education syste m ther e 
is academic tracking, and it is very severe, dividing students into many 
levels of achievement and funneling student s of similar academic abili-
ties into th e sam e school . Within th e schoo l ther e i s no tracking , bu t 
between schools the differences ar e strong. 

Students an d parent s mus t choos e a  hig h school . Wha t ar e thei r 
choices, an d ho w d o familie s decide ? Les s tha n 5  percen t o f Japan -
ese student s leav e schoo l a t th e en d o f th e compulsor y period , an d 
95 percen t o f thos e enterin g hig h schoo l g o o n t o graduate . Th e 
choice of high school and the strategie s to ge t into the chosen schoo l 
are issues that confront ever y family with children . 
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High schools in Japan can be categorized in several ways. One is by 
the curriculu m offered , whic h ca n b e colleg e preparator y academic , 
general academic (no t enoug h foreig n languag e fo r colleg e entrance) , 
or vocational. The second division is by whether the school is a public, 
government-supported on e o r a  private one . Publi c school s ar e no t 
free, except to students from very poor families, but private schools are 
about twice as cosdy as public ones. 

Though th e hierarchy is complicated i n some local situations, there 
are certain genera l rule s fo r determinin g th e statu s o f individual hig h 
schools. Academic high schools rank above vocational ones, and public 
ones rank above private ones. In the end, the status of a high school is 
determined by the college entrance record of its graduates or the kinds 
of employment they find after graduation . In the short run that is pre-
dicted b y th e score s o n th e entranc e examinatio n o f th e student s 
admitted. 

It i s no t surprisin g tha t a  schoo l tha t admit s student s i n a  narro w 
range o f academi c achievemen t a t th e beginnin g o f tent h grad e als o 
produces students with a narrow range of academic achievement a t the 
end o f twelft h grade , whether tha t i s high o r low . Since college s als o 
admit students base d on entrance tes t scores , there is a strong correla -
tion between the high school students attend and the colleges they are 
able to gain admission to. Note a n important differenc e fro m th e U.S. 
system here, in that it is getting into  a school that is difficult, no t gradu-
ating. The ranking of students is done a t the beginning of high schoo l 
or college, not at the end. Teachers to a large extent are relieved of eval-
uation of their students, since their grades have little importance. 

For thos e student s no t goin g o n t o highe r education , employmen t 
practices for hiring new graduates reinforce the ranking of high schools. 
In effect, the most desirable employers of high school graduates confine 
their hiring to a small number of high schools. That is, a large company 
in a  city or prefecture tha t hire s a  certain numbe r o f new high schoo l 
graduates eac h yea r usuall y ha s a  long-standing polic y o f hirin g onl y 
students wh o hav e graduate d fro m on e o f a  smal l numbe r o f hig h 
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schools in the area . They also, in effect , us e the entrance examination s 
for high school as a filter for prospective employees—they let the educa-
tion syste m choose the initia l pool o f applicants they will have to con -
sider. The high school one enters thus becomes seen as a crucial hurdle 
in the quest for further educatio n and for employment . 

For student s wh o g o o n t o college , th e sam e employmen t syste m 
among the employers of college graduates means  that a t entering col -
lege, one has a pretty good idea of the employment one will be eligible 
for a t th e end . Elit e employer s choos e fro m elit e colleges , usin g th e 
college entranc e examinatio n syste m a s a  first filte r fo r thei r employ -
ment decisions. 

The hig h schoo l entranc e examinatio n is , an d i s know n t o be , 
important fo r nearl y al l students. Th e pressure s i n junior hig h schoo l 
can see m t o amoun t t o a  severe initiatio n rite , o r hazing , a s children 
leave childhood an d ente r puberty an d adulthoo d (Kiefe r 1970) . No t 
too surprisingly , junio r hig h school s experienc e th e mos t "problem " 
children; i n thi s ag e grou p rebellio n agains t th e schoo l i s strongest . 
For children and families who aspire to the most elite colleges and uni-
versities, th e initiatio n hazin g perio d ca n las t anothe r thre e t o fiv e 
years, during high school and study as a ronin. 

It's difficul t t o convey to Americans the intensity of public concer n 
with th e hig h schoo l an d universit y entranc e examinations . Davi d 
Berman (1990 ) has written a  study of the high school entrance exami-
nation process in one prefecture i n Japan, and my observations durin g 
our sta y in Japa n an d discussion s wit h friend s als o len t som e insigh t 
into wh y i t i s s o compellin g a n even t fo r Japanese . Sinc e th e publi c 
high school s an d universitie s ar e th e mos t desirabl e school s i n Japa n 
(because they have the best employment and higher education records, 
and becaus e the y ar e cheaper) , thei r exa m practice s se t th e pac e fo r 
other schools . Practices vary slightiy from prefectur e t o prefecture bu t 
are basically the same. 

The entranc e examinatio n fo r publi c hig h school s i s se t b y th e 
prefectural boar d o f education , base d o n th e Ministr y o f Educatio n 
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national curriculum. (So although local schools are theoretically free t o 
use anothe r curriculum , thi s i s a  strong incentiv e no t t o d o so. ) Th e 
exam for al l public high schools, then, is the same examination; it does 
not vary from schoo l to school. One might imagine that students who 
have taken th e exa m would b e placed i n a  high school , perhaps wit h 
some consideratio n fo r location , with othe r student s wh o hav e mad e 
similar score s o n th e exam . Bu t instead , ther e i s anothe r ste p i n th e 
procedure, which ha s th e effec t o f givin g mor e responsibilit y fo r th e 
outcomes o f the exam s to families , students , and teachers . ( I conten d 
that th e undercove r purpos e o f thi s ste p i s to diffus e criticis m o f th e 
education syste m an d it s sever e trackin g a t thi s leve l b y introducin g 
this element of family "choice." ) The crucial factor in the procedure is 
this: though th e exa m i s the sam e fo r al l public schools , and thoug h 
the schools are known to take students of only certain ranks, each stu-
dent applies to one  specific public high school, and the exam is valid only 
for tha t school . If  a  studen t "fails " t o mak e th e require d scor e fo r 
admission to the chosen school , then th e studen t wil l be barred fro m 
attending any  public high school, even though the score would qualif y 
the student for another school . 

There ar e othe r factor s i n th e hig h schoo l entranc e equatio n tha t 
apparently mak e thi s situatio n tolerable , althoug h stressful . On e i s the 
perceived fairness o f the elementary and junior high school preparation 
for th e exams—everyon e i s given th e sam e chanc e t o d o wel l o n th e 
examinations; failur e t o d o s o i s a  resul t o f no t tryin g har d enough . 
Another i s th e perceive d fairnes s o f th e examination s themselves . 
Though each year's examination is closely guarded agains t cheating, on 
the day the exam is given it is published in full in the local newspapers, all 
four t o si x newspaper pages of it. Untoward deviation s from past prac-
tice would arouse intense public disfavor. Records of previous examina-
tions are thus available to help in preparation, and there are commercial 
companies tha t operat e bot h privatel y an d i n conjunctio n wit h th e 
schools to giv e students man y practice examination s an d tips  for stud y 
during their junior high school years. Junior high school teachers in par-
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ticular ar e expected t o use these practice examinations an d observatio n 
of students to help families make decisions about high school entrance. 
Such "guidance" is an important consideration for most families. 

Another facto r makin g th e syste m apparenti y tolerabl e i s th e exis -
tence o f th e privat e hig h schoo l sector . Student s wh o d o no t gai n 
entrance t o thei r chose n publi c schoo l ca n tak e th e exam s fo r on e o r 
more private high schools. Alternatively, students and their families can 
choose to apply to a "safe" high school, one whose required exam score 
the student is sure to make, even on a  bad day. (It's not a  good idea to 
have the flu or a cold on the day of the exam.) 

Finally, though ther e i s little discussion o f this publicly in Japan , in 
recent years the public schools seem to have taken on the role of pro-
viding schools of last resort to those students who are not admitted t o 
elite public schools or desirable private schools. The status hierarchy of 
high schools in most areas thus consists of a ranking approximately like 
this: at the top are the selective public academic high schools, followed 
by an interwoven mixtur e o f private academic , public vocational, an d 
private vocational schools, with a set of public vocational and part-time 
schools at the bottom. The perceived advantages of education in Japan 
are such that even these schools have students, and almost 95 percen t 
of the age cohort ends up graduating from hig h school. 

The college entrance examination system repeats many features of the 
high school exams. Students apply to a  specific faculty in a specific uni -
versity, public or private, and the responsibility of choosing is up to th e 
student. It is the student who must balance out the costs and benefits of 
applying to a  less elite, "safe" school with those of applying to a  better, 
but les s assured, school . The examination s fo r bot h publi c an d privat e 
schools ar e coordinate d s o tha t they  ar e give n o n ver y fe w days . This 
effectively limits the number of schools a student can apply to in any one 
year and groups the most likely choices for any student together, so that 
only one o f the exams for a  group o f similarly ranked public o r private 
schools can be taken in a given year. Failure to make the cutoff for one's 
first choice probably means one has given up the chance for the second 
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and third choices for that year, too, unless those are in the other sector , 
public o r private . Th e fee s fo r takin g th e entranc e exam s ar e steep , a 
major moneymaker for private schools, so this is a barrier, too. 

Is i t an y wonder tha t ther e i s public fascinatio n wit h th e student s 
who make their way through thi s system to entrance into the elite uni-
versities? The y hav e i n effec t bee n throug h a  gruelin g preparation , 
involving intense effort an d high moral character, and have emerged as 
the best of Japanese youth, embodying Japanese ideals. Mass circulation 
news magazines publish profiles of every one of the three thousand stu-
dents who ar e admitted t o Tokyo University (th e absolut e pinnacle o f 
the ranking  system ) eac h year , an d detaile d statistic s ar e give n o n th e 
entering classe s of the othe r elit e universities , most importandy whic h 
high school s th e student s cam e from.  I n 1989 , 1 0 hig h school s pro -
duced 29 percent of the entering class of Tokyo University; it took only 
102 high school s to accoun t fo r 7 5 percen t o f the enterin g class , in a 
country o f more tha n 5,20 0 public an d privat e hig h school s (Shukan 
Tomiuri, Apr. 3,1983) . 

One majo r effec t o f al l this i s a public awarenes s o f education an d 
rankings, a s wel l a s a  publi c knowledg e o f th e difficultie s student s 
encounter, tha t ha s n o counterpar t i n th e Unite d States . While Sa m 
was still in kindergarten, mothers o f students in his class told me tha t 
from th e elementar y schoo l he would atten d ha d we stayed in Japan , 
about three boys each year from a  sixth-grade class of about one hun-
dred student s would mak e i t into Uraw a No . 1  High School , one o f 
the to p hig h school s i n th e country , fro m whic h tha t yea r fifty-eight 
students got into Tokyo University. The SAT exams are a poor substi -
tute fo r th e intensity o f the Japanes e exams , and the consequence s i n 
the Unite d State s o f wher e on e goe s t o schoo l ar e muc h less , an d 
much less a matter of public concern. 

Because th e exam s ar e s o difficult , the y ar e see n b y th e Japanes e 
public as fair. No matter how natively bright a  student is, and no mat -
ter what level of financial, cultural, and emotional support a  family can 
provide, those who succeed are seen as having come through an ordeal 
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that require s th e qualitie s mos t admire d i n individuals , those o f har d 
work, dedication, zeal, unbending commitment , and concentration. I t 
seems right to most Japanese that those individuals should be allocated 
the most rewarding positions in Japanese society. 

We bega n thi s sectio n b y askin g whethe r educatio n matter s t o 
Japanese individuals, whether socioeconomic factors affec t educationa l 
success, and whethe r Japanes e regar d th e syste m a s fair. Perhap s sur -
prisingly, th e answe r t o al l thre e question s i s yes. Educatio n doe s i n 
most cases have a substantial effec t o n the quality of life that Japanes e 
individuals ca n attain , an d thos e wh o com e fro m highe r socioeco -
nomic levels are more likely to attain high educational levels. However, 
since eve n fo r individual s wit h al l possible advantages , th e cours e t o 
educational succes s i s see n a s s o difficult , requirin g suc h persona l 
virtue, anyone who succeeds in the trials of the education competitio n 
is seen as worthy and deserving of success. 

In the total framework o f the educational system in Japan, the years 
of compulsor y schooling , an d particularl y elementar y schooling , ar e 
seen a s the years that should , must , an d ca n provide th e leve l playing 
field for late r competition . Competitio n i s largely exclude d fro m th e 
institutional arrangement s o f elementary school , though i t i s still pre-
sent in the surrounding atmosphere of family, juku, an d society. In ele-
mentary schoo l the emphasi s is on ful l preparatio n o f each individual , 
with litd e o r n o rankin g i n th e schoo l context . Equal—nearl y identi -
cal—funding, facilities , curriculum , teachers , an d experience s fo r al l 
students give s each a  fair chanc e when the y are faced wit h a  competi-
tive world. Schoolin g i s seen a s the responsibilit y o f the schools , an d 
family backgroun d o f students doesn' t reliev e school s and teacher s o f 
their dut y to prepare student s fo r late r stages of education. Ther e ar e 
always enough storie s of individual students from disadvantaged  back -
grounds wh o d o achiev e grea t persona l succes s i n educatio n t o kee p 
alive the notion that it is possible to succeed regardless of obstacles. 

This ideolog y seem s t o b e very muc h aliv e in Japanes e culture , i n 
spite o f strong evidenc e tha t som e childre n fac e mor e obstacle s tha n 
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others and that those are seldom the children o f families a t the top o f 
the socioeconomi c order . I  thin k tha t becaus e th e socioeconomi c 
order ha s bee n experience d b y Japanese a s being s o fluid  for th e las t 
century or so, the perception o f the children of people a t the top usu-
ally ending up a t the top has been blunted . The top ha s changed an d 
has grown, so that it appears to be more open than it really is, and the 
standard of living has risen so rapidly that even if individuals or families 
have not change d thei r relativ e standin g i n th e Japanes e socia l order , 
they feel they have attained levels of comfort an d security beyond what 
they could have imagined from thei r parents' or grandparents' lives. 

Observers of the Japanese social and political scene are quick to pro-
duce dir e prediction s o f what wil l happen t o people' s perception s o f 
the opennes s an d fairnes s o f Japanese societ y a s economic expansio n 
slows dow n an d a s room a t th e to p become s mor e restricted . A s i n 
other countries , upwar d mobility  ma y have painfu l consequence s fo r 
individuals and families, but downward mobility is much more painful , 
and there are indications tha t familie s a t the top ar e making efforts t o 
avoid it. These include new categories of admission to colleges, so that 
some student s ar e admitte d o n othe r criteri a tha n thei r examinatio n 
scores—personal recommendations , specia l talents , contribution s t o 
the universit y fro m th e family , o r sport s ability . Thes e individualisti c 
criteria are applied to about 2 percent of the incoming students at elite 
schools an d u p t o 5 0 percen t a t lowe r ranke d schools , whic h find 
themselves competing for students from th e shrinking pool of possible 
college student s (Aman o 1988:195) . Whethe r thi s practic e wil l ex -
pand, and whether the whole educational tracking system will become 
the focu s o f disconten t wit h th e inequitie s o f Japanese societ y i s no t 
yet apparent. I t has not happened to a significant degre e yet. 

D I S A D V A N T A G E D S T U D E N T S 

Sociologists hav e establishe d beyon d doub t tha t i n Japa n thos e wh o 
succeed best in this system are those with substantial  family resources , 



Education in  Japanese Society 213 

both cultura l an d financial . Take n a s a  whole , fro m kindergarte n 
through university , th e educationa l syste m doe s no t provid e totall y 
equal opportunities fo r al l children, though i t comes closer than thos e 
of many other countries . On th e othe r hand , there is both publi c an d 
scholarly recognition tha t for some students even high levels of educa-
tional achievemen t wil l no t lea d t o prize d position s afte r school . 
Females are the largest group in this situation. Because females are cat-
egorically exclude d fro m th e mos t rewardin g position s i n Japanes e 
society, in spite of public policy pronouncements t o the contrary , they 
are als o less likely to pu t fort h th e effor t t o mak e th e highes t educa -
tional rankings and less likely to receive public an d family suppor t fo r 
doing so . I t i s not tha t n o girl s ar e admitte d t o Toky o Universit y o r 
other elit e schools, but tha t more o f them ar e discouraged fro m mak -
ing the effor t t o attain admission . A woman's educationa l leve l affect s 
her marriage chances, however, and thus has an impact on her life. It is 
generally regarded as suitable for a  woman to have an educational level 
somewhat les s than he r husband's . Fo r familie s dependen t o n wage s 
and salaries , her abilit y to suppor t th e educationa l effort s o f the chil -
dren o f the marriag e i s seen a s one o f the mos t importan t asset s sh e 
brings t o th e marriage . Ther e ar e storie s circulatin g i n Japan—on e 
hopes untru e ones—tha t som e ver y selectiv e kindergarten s i n Toky o 
give IQ and achievement tests to the mothers of prospective students . 

Other groups that typically have lower educational achievement lev-
els are students who come from Korea n ethnic backgrounds and those 
who come from bumkumin  backgrounds . These two groups togethe r 
account fo r approximatel y 2  percen t o f the populatio n o f Japan, an d 
both group s ar e concentrate d i n th e Kansa i regio n centere d aroun d 
Kyoto-Osaka. Neithe r grou p i s raciall y distinc t fro m othe r Japanese ; 
they canno t b e identifie d b y appearanc e unles s the y choos e t o wea r 
clothing or other badges that label them. There is disagreement abou t 
the extent of cultural difference betwee n them and other Japanese. 

Korean ethnic s in Japan are the familie s an d descendants o f Korean 
laborers brought to Japan during the 1920s , 1930s , and 1940s . These 



214 Education in  Japanese Society 

laborers, whose condition s o f employment wer e clos e t o slavery , an d 
their descendant s hav e bee n denie d Japanes e citizenship ; they ar e a n 
alien population withi n Japa n b y decree o f the Japanes e government . 
They spea k Japanese a s their nativ e language ; few o f them ca n spea k 
Korean, and their cultural ties with Korea are not very strong. As aliens 
they are denied many forms o f employment, eithe r by law or by prac-
tice. (Alien s o f an y sort , fo r example , canno t b e schoo l teacher s i n 
Japan.) I f they marry Japanese citizens , there ar e often problem s con -
cerning the rights and citizenship status of their children . 

The othe r large minority group tha t suffer s discriminatio n i n Japan 
are thos e wh o ar e descende d fro m a  categor y o f peopl e know n a s 
burakumin i n earlier Japan. This was a legal classification an d status of 
people tha t wa s officiall y abolishe d whe n othe r hereditar y classifica -
tions, such as peasant and samurai , were done away with; legally there 
are n o burakumin  i n moder n Japan , jus t a s ther e ar e n o samurai . 
However, ther e ar e man y peopl e know n t o hav e com e fro m thos e 
backgrounds o r whose descent from burakumin  ca n be deduced fro m 
information suc h as occupation o r address. These people are systemat-
ically excluded fro m man y occupations an d from marriag e with othe r 
Japanese, although there is no legal basis for such discrimination. Like 
many women and ethnic Koreans, people in this category often choos e 
to opt out of the educational competition . 

It has been difficult , i n a modern Japan intensely concerned with its 
cultural identity , cultural  uniqueness , an d cultural  unity , fo r educa -
tional policy to face up t o the notions tha t student s from Korea n an d 
burakumin cultura l backgrounds ar e distinctive and that an educatio n 
system tha t doe s not recogniz e tha t differenc e doe s not d o the m jus-
tice. Schools and school districts where such students are enrolled have 
begun to take action to acknowledge the needs of these two groups of 
students. There i s ambiguity abou t th e aim s of educational program s 
directed a t these students, whether the goa l is to legitimate the differ -
ences betwee n individual s i n thes e categorie s an d othe r Japanese , o r 
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whether th e goa l is to integrate the m mor e fully int o Japanese societ y 
(Kobayashi and Ebuchi 1993) . 

CRITICISMS O F JAPANES E SCHOOL S 

What ar e th e issue s abou t school s tha t bothe r th e Japanese ? Wha t 
problems do they see with their own system? The difficulty o f the cur -
riculum, "diplom a disease, " creativity , the unnecessar y suppressio n o f 
individuality, bullying , truancy , an d competitio n leadin g t o immora l 
selfishness ar e recurrin g theme s i n Japanes e publi c an d privat e dis -
course about the education o f their children. In spite of outside evalu-
ations of their education system as effective an d humane, at least at the 
lower levels , the Japanes e ar e no t complacen t abou t thei r schoo l sys-
tem, and suggestions for ways to improve it are reliably popular topic s 
of discussion in magazines and on radi o and television. Japanese soci-
ety and culture are no more lacking in inconsistency and internal con -
flicts tha n othe r cultures . Som e o f the problem s Japanes e perceiv e i n 
their education system reveal these internal oppositions in their lives. 

School Is Too  Hard 

Criticism o f the difficulty o f the curriculum prescribed b y the Ministr y 
of Education i s offered i n terms of the 7-5- 3 phenomenon . Shichi-go-
san, "7-5-3, " i s th e nam e o f a  religiou s holida y tha t celebrate s th e 
reaching of the ages of three and seven by boys and age five for girls . In 
earlier times of high infan t mortality , i t marked a  child's attainmen t o f 
ages at which mortalit y rate s dropped noticeably , and thu s o f a child's 
firmer place in the social order. It is still celebrated by taking children of 
these ages , dresse d i n elaborat e traditiona l finery,  t o shrine s t o offe r 
thanksgiving and to receive a blessing. With regard to education, 7-5- 3 
means tha t i n elementar y schoo l 7 0 percen t o f th e childre n ca n full y 
master the material presented, in junior high school 50 percent can, and 
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in hig h schoo l onl y 3 0 percen t o f th e student s ca n reall y follo w th e 
ministry's syllabus . Som e critics , includin g man y teachers , sa y tha t a 
curriculum tha t i s too difficul t fo r thi s many students shoul d b e mad e 
simpler. Perhap s no t al l hig h schoo l student s nee d t o lear n calculus ; 
perhaps not everyone needs six years of a foreign language . 

Diploma Disease 

"Diploma disease " refers t o th e possibly unhealthy reliance on acade -
mic schoolin g t o allocat e opportunitie s an d reward s i n Japan . Man y 
Japanese critics of Japan have suggested tha t other kinds of education, 
learning, and experience have been too much ignored by a society that 
allocates its most visible and important rewards to those who accumu -
late th e mos t prestigiou s diplomas . Thei r feelin g i s that talent s othe r 
than those leading to success in school are denigrated and lost to soci-
ety by patterns o f jobs and earnings tha t offe r th e mos t t o those with 
good diplomas. 

This criticism is undoubtedly valid to some degree, but attempt s t o 
cure "diplom a disease " ru n u p agains t th e questio n o f wha t othe r 
reward system would bette r meet modern Japanese criteria for fairnes s 
and equalit y of opportunity. Although nepotism , favoritism, "connec -
tions," and other social ties play a role in Japan a s they do in al l other 
modern societies , nevertheles s ther e i s i n Japa n a  stron g belie f tha t 
such factor s ar e not th e bes t way for a  democratic societ y to operate . 
Japan is not alone in facing this particular dilemma. 

Creativity 

The Japanese sometimes refer t o themselves as a "vacuum cleaner cul-
ture," a  cultur e tha t i s ingenious i n borrowin g fro m othe r cultures , 
China i n th e pas t an d th e Wes t i n moder n times , bu t a  culture tha t 
lacks rea l creativit y i n itself . Mos t socia l scientist s would scof f a t thi s 
pop culture denigration o f Japan by Japanese, but i t has some popular 
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appeal. The school system is pointed to as an institution tha t either sti-
fles o r does nothing to promote creativity . 

I don' t think the Japanese are any clearer than Western educators or 
psychologists abou t wha t migh t constitut e creativit y o r abou t wha t 
schools coul d d o t o foste r it . I n bot h context s it' s see n a s a  Goo d 
Thing, but i n neither contex t i s it understood ver y well. The numbe r 
of Nobel Prize winners coming from Japa n or other countrie s doesn' t 
seem a very good measure , though it' s one cited by Japanese on som e 
occasions. I and many other observer s in Japanese preschools and ele-
mentary schools have been very favorably impressed with the creativity 
of childre n i n thei r schoo l activitie s an d wor k i n Japan . Ver y littl e 
school time is spent in filling in the blank s of worksheets, and a  lot o f 
time i s spent o n compositions , artwork , scienc e projects , discussions , 
and proble m solving , whic h ar e fa r remove d fro m rot e learnin g o r 
memorization. If  Japanes e cultur e i s no t creative , it' s difficul t t o la y 
the blam e o n moder n educatio n fo r youn g children , a t leas t a s far a s 
any Western observers can see. 

Conformity and  School  Rules 

Japanese schools , especially a t the junior hig h an d hig h schoo l levels , 
formulate an d enforc e rule s fo r thei r students , rule s tha t appl y t o 
behavior both in school and out of school. Rules prescribe the unifor m 
clothing that should b e worn, sometimes down to the color of under-
wear, th e hairstyle s tha t ar e acceptable , th e kind s o f leisur e activitie s 
that students are supposed to avoid during nonschool hours, the times 
they shoul d b e hom e a t night , an d s o on . Student s sometime s rebe l 
against th e rules , flagrantl y o r covertly , an d adult s ar e ofte n sympa -
thetic t o thei r chafing agains t these restraints . The numbe r an d scop e 
of "school rules" seems to embody an unnecessary suppression of indi-
viduality in school contexts . The crux of the issue is in the determina -
tion of what and how much is unnecessary. In Japan and in all societies 
socialization doe s mean tha t individua l urges ar e molded int o sociall y 
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sanctioned patterns . How much o f this is necessary, and how much is 
unhealthful fo r a society? Is it necessary for all the boys in a junior high 
school to have the same haircut, or is that too rigid? Does the value of 
identity wit h a  worthy socia l rol e tha t i s symbolized b y th e identica l 
backpacks worn b y Japanese elementar y student s compensat e fo r th e 
lack of individuality thi s imposes o n everyone ? Shoul d everyon e hav e 
to belong to a  school club? Should schools try harder to identify eac h 
child's individual talents and concentrate on maximizing them? 

These are issues that concern thoughtful Japanes e within the educa-
tion syste m an d throughou t th e society . The y hav e n o eas y answers . 
We, and some Japanese, may not agree with all the choices in this area 
of controversy tha t ar e dail y made i n th e Japanes e educatio n system , 
but I  hop e i t i s clear tha t th e motivatio n fo r the m i s not jus t a  rigid, 
unthinking authoritarianism . Sometime s they come acros s that way to 
Japanese children and adults , however, and sometimes the technique s 
of enforcing the rules smack of intimidation and sanctioned bullying . 

The poison ga s attacks in the Tokyo subway system, in Matsumot o 
and in Yokohama in 1995 , were unexpected, incomprehensible event s 
in Japan, as they might b e in any country On e o f the most disturbin g 
aspects o f them fo r man y Japanes e wa s th e revelatio n tha t the y were 
apparently carried out by young people who had attended elite univer-
sities an d wer e recognize d b y thei r peer s an d professor s a s excellen t 
students. Ho w coul d suc h youn g people , amon g th e bes t an d th e 
brightest o f thei r generation , hav e bee n s o misguided ? Ho w coul d 
Japanese schools have produced such failures? 

Why should Japanese schools be called to account for such crimina l 
behaviors at all? Why should anyone expect that students who excelled 
at physics, political science, economics, or foreign language s would b e 
immune to whatever forces led them to undertake apparently senseless 
terrorist acts ? Onl y becaus e o f th e deep-seate d Japanes e convictio n 
that educatio n i s mora l education , tha t i t i s th e responsibilit y o f 
schools to produce moral adults , not technocrats . In Japan the discus-
sions of the failures of high schools and universities in the education o f 
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these brillian t young people focuse d o n th e selfishnes s engendere d i n 
them b y th e competitio n fo r academi c succes s an d th e collusio n o f 
Japanese education and society in this competition . 

In other words, the failure o f the schools in this case was a failure t o 
induce a moral social conformity—the exac t opposite of the previously 
cited complaint , tha t Japanes e school s force to o muc h conformit y o n 
children and young people. The contradiction of these two sets of crit-
icisms i s no t merel y a  logica l inconsistency : i t reflect s a  tensio n i n 
Japanese society and in all societies. No simple resolution is available to 
the Japanese education system, nor to Japanese culture and society as a 
whole, nor to other societies. 

Ijime 

One of the most dramatic expressions of the issue of social conformit y 
in Japanese school s is the issue of ijime,  "bullying. " There hav e bee n 
sensational incidents of bullying, when a few students have gone so far 
as to kil l the objec t o f thei r bullying , o r when a  victim ha s retaliate d 
with murder , violence, or suicide . Classroom teacher s have very occa-
sionally bee n implicate d i n suc h incident s an d i n les s dramati c o r 
extreme ones . Eve n a  fe w incident s o f thi s typ e see m intolerabl e t o 
Japanese and lead them t o question th e socialization practices of their 
schools becaus e the y wer e abl e t o resul t i n suc h events . Bullyin g i n 
Japanese school s takes the for m o f a large group o f children, mos t o r 
all of the class, either tormenting or acquiescing in the tormenting of a 
single child ; i t i s different fro m bullyin g tha t i s carried ou t b y only a 
few children agains t a victim. Because so many children are implicated 
in th e bullyin g behavior , th e Japanes e hav e fel t tha t i t i s difficul t t o 
change thei r action s an d tha t interventio n mus t focu s mostl y o n th e 
victim, on helping the victim fit in. It sometimes becomes a forum fo r 
"blaming the victim." As ijime is more and more in the arena of public 
discussion, thi s viewpoint i s coming unde r attack . I n som e citie s tele-
phone ho t line s offe r ai d to ijime  victims and book s for childre n an d 
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for parents now offer advic e on how to deal with ijime;  perhaps gradu-
ally the shame of bullying is shifting fro m th e victims to the bullies . I t 
is difficult t o evaluat e th e statistica l frequenc y o f bullying in Japanes e 
schools of different levels ; for th e Japanese themselve s the seriousnes s 
of the problem is not only a matter of numbers. 

School Refusers 

Another focu s o f discussio n abou t th e educatio n syste m amon g 
Japanese is the phenomenon labele d futokoji, "schoo l refusers." Thes e 
are students who are truant from school , who consistendy or occasion-
ally refuse t o atten d school . When thei r behavio r i s noticed, teacher s 
and schoo l personne l tr y t o ascertai n th e reason s fo r thei r absences . 
Explanations ar e ofte n foun d i n children' s report s o f bein g lonel y a t 
school, o f having n o friend s there , o f bein g embarrasse d abou t thei r 
physical appearanc e (becaus e o f acn e o r disabilities , fo r instance) , o f 
fear o f being bullie d (thoug h student s ma y be to o ashame d t o admi t 
this), or of avoiding school because of a failure t o live up to perform -
ance expectations expressed by parents (mothers) . Again, whatever the 
numerical extent o f the futokoji problem , i t is taken by Japanese a s an 
indication o f systemic problems in education tha t should b e addressed 
by the society at large. 

In Japan, as in all other societies , schools are enmeshed in the cultura l 
premises that pervade peoples' thoughts, judgments, and actions , and 
in othe r institution s o f the society . No culture s an d n o societie s hav e 
yet achieved perfect cohesio n an d interna l consistency , having institu -
tions tha t neve r ac t a t cross-purpose s t o eac h other . Bu t th e specifi c 
issues tha t concer n th e educationa l syste m i n Japan , an d elementar y 
school as perhaps the central unit in the system, are not the same as the 
issues tha t aris e t o troubl e educationa l system s i n othe r culture s an d 
societies. 
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themes an d motifs , o f genera l coherenc e i n th e cultura l phenomen a 
described. If  we understan d th e goal s an d th e constrainin g environ -
ment o f Japanes e elementar y schoo l education , w e wil l b e abl e t o 
understand why certain practices are widespread and effective . 

In addition , in a n ethnography lik e this one , undertaken i n par t t o 
compare th e educatio n system s o f Japa n an d th e Unite d States , i t i s 
appropriate t o pull  together som e comparisons o f practices in the tw o 
countries with an eye to evaluating possible changes in American prac-
tice. Both institutiona l structure s an d conception s o f children's moti -
vations for learning are foci for evaluating changes. 

We ca n loo k a t th e result s o f th e practice s o f school s an d a t th e 
structural and psychological foundations o f those practices. It seems to 
me crucia l t o understan d tha t i n Japa n th e socia l practices o f school s 
provide learning for social behaviors that remain useful in adult life and 
that achievabl e level s of success in schoo l lead t o successfu l live s afte r 
leaving school. The institutiona l forma t o f uniform nationa l standard s 
for elementar y schoo l education , th e relationshi p betwee n teacher s 
and student s tha t follow s from  that , an d th e motivation s fo r learnin g 
that Japanes e teacher s assum e wil l operat e i n childre n ar e key s t o 
making sense of the ethnographic detail . 

221 

T .he end of an ethnography suc h as this one calls for a  summary o f 
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In term s of the daily , yearly experience o f being a  child a t school, I 
think the Japanese schools provide psychologically supportive, intellec-
tually challenging , sociall y satisfyin g environments . Japanes e childre n 
are happy at school; they learn a  lot; they make friends with peers and 
learn t o interac t wit h the m i n culturall y appropriat e ways . What the y 
learn a t schoo l academicall y an d sociall y is useful t o the m i n lif e afte r 
school; ther e ar e n o majo r contradiction s betwee n th e lesson s o f 
school and those o f life in Japan, and they are appropriate a t al l social 
and class levels. 

Sometimes th e clos e parallel s betwee n th e behavio r pattern s 
Japanese lear n a t schoo l an d th e situation s the y confron t a s adult s 
seem trivial , sometime s pervasiv e an d profound . Eve n Sport s Day , a 
school ritual , is often repeate d i n adul t organization s suc h a s compa-
nies. The same games and events are found a t sports days for adult s as 
at schools , the sam e patterns o f team formatio n an d grou p competi -
tion, the same lack of emphasis on individual winners. The eating pat-
terns symbolizin g camaraderi e learne d a t schoo l exten d throughou t 
the lives of Japanese. The cooperative cleaning activities children learn 
in schoo l ar e found i n work group s an d religious o r spiritua l trainin g 
groups. I n thi s instanc e school s borrowe d a  traditional behavio r an d 
now reinforce it s cultural significance . 

Most adul t Japanes e spen d thei r workin g live s i n th e contex t o f 
large an d smal l groups . Th e smal l group s operat e i n man y way s like 
him group s a t school , an d i t i s noteworth y tha t thi s wor d wa s bor -
rowed from th e vocabulary of adult work in the first place. In Japanese 
adult contexts , wor k i s mos t commonl y don e b y group s o f people , 
with differen t forma l tide s an d abilities , wh o ar e jointi y responsibl e 
for accomplishin g a  goal o r job o f work an d who ac t a s though the y 
are al l involved in al l aspects o f the task . Factory workers who expec t 
and ar e expecte d t o cove r fo r eac h other' s absences , th e forema n 
who take s a  place o n th e lin e whe n neede d (Kamat a 1982 ; Robert s 
1994; Kond o 1990) , th e ban k branc h employee s wh o al l sta y unti l 
the las t bookkeepin g erro r i s found , eve n thos e wh o ar e no t book -
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keepers (Rohlen 1974) , the worker who feels free t o make suggestions 
about improvements , an d th e forema n an d manage r wh o fee l fre e t o 
consider the m (Dor e 1987) , ar e al l actin g i n way s consisten t wit h 
school behavior . 

Japanese children learn in school that they can profitably an d pleas-
andy pursue both learning and fun i n groups that include people with 
a wide range of personalities, talents, and disabilities. The ability to d o 
this is as valuable in life after schoo l as it is in the school context. They 
learn that competition between individuals is not the only road to high 
achievement. The y learn tha t authorit y figures  need no t b e automati -
cally resisted or regarded as arbitrary or exploitative. 

The expectatio n tha t ther e wil l b e mor e tha n on e wa y t o solv e a 
problem, that many options should be considered and integrated, is an 
attitude that outsiders have noticed in many adult contexts : in adapta -
tions of basic research to commercial applications , in strategies for for -
eign polic y an d nationa l defense , an d i n effort s t o improv e energ y 
conservation. Th e ques t fo r continua l incrementa l self-improvemen t 
also seems to be learned at least in part in school, where self-evaluatio n 
and improvemen t measure d agains t bot h outsid e standard s an d one' s 
own past performance ar e cultivated. 

Schools are psychologically supportive for Japanese children because 
schools have very self-consciously take n a s their rol e th e educatio n o f 
all children. Japanes e educator s d o no t fee l tha t the y ca n b e effectiv e 
only with certai n kind s of children o r with childre n fro m onl y certai n 
kinds o f hom e backgrounds . Al l childre n ca n learn , al l shoul d lear n 
the sam e basi c lessons , an d th e sam e set s o f teaching technique s ca n 
be effective wit h al l children. Schools in Japan ar e given the responsi -
bility an d opportunit y o f controllin g a  larg e par t o f children' s lives ; 
they no t onl y hav e th e childre n fo r a  lon g schoo l yea r an d a  lon g 
school day , bu t the y als o exercis e substantia l influenc e ove r th e out -
of-school lif e o f children . Give n thi s opportunity , i t i s though t tha t 
schools or educators should no t dodg e thei r duty to teach al l children 
by blaming conditions in families and in society for thei r failures . 
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Of course , th e condition s outsid e schoo l ar e bette r fo r nearl y al l 
Japanese student s tha n the y ar e fo r man y American students . Famil y 
stability and economi c securit y for al l families make s a  big difference . 
So to o doe s th e basi c trus t i n th e value s taugh t b y school s tha t per -
vades Japanese society, so that many families do not resist the efforts o f 
the school s t o teac h eithe r subjec t matte r o r values . Bu t eve n i n th e 
many parts of America where there is little serious dissension from offi -
cial school values, American students learn less academically, and many 
of them find school a psychologically destructive environment becaus e 
they are cast as failures fro m a n early age and because they learn bot h 
in school and outside that the behaviors required in school are not the 
same as those required after schoo l for success in life. 

Japanese children can look forward t o a  decent life, no matter what 
their socia l class . Th e ver y lo w leve l o f unemploymen t i n Japa n 
(around 2  percent) an d an income distributio n tha t ensures  tha t eve n 
those a t the botto m o f the economic ladder have access to th e mean s 
for decen t housing, food, medica l care, and other necessitie s give cre-
dence to the position that al l children are being prepared in school for 
an acceptabl e life . Becaus e ther e ar e ver y fe w familie s i n Japa n wh o 
have experienced seemingly inescapable, grinding, dehumanizing pov-
erty fo r severa l generations , th e cultura l factor s tha t perpetuat e mal -
adaptive educationa l behavio r ar e no t a  ver y stron g influence . A 
number of public policies in Japan, including trade barriers and almost 
absolute barriers to immigration , have helped Japan achieve this envi-
able position. But education has played its role, too, through it s com-
mitment t o providin g a  goo d genera l backgroun d i n compulsor y 
education an d goo d vocationa l trainin g i n specialize d education . 
Japanese citizen s ar e thu s equippe d fo r employmen t i n a  modern , 
increasingly technologica l world . Ther e i s a  sor t o f "trut h i n educa -
tion" facto r here . Schools an d societ y claim tha t succes s in educatio n 
will qualify al l children for a  reasonable life, and this pledge is fulfille d 
in adulthood . 
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The first of the institutional supports that lead to these results is the 
uniform nationa l curriculu m fo r elementar y school s an d th e unifor m 
level o f resource s fo r school s t o implemen t th e curriculum . Japan' s 
Ministry o f Educatio n set s a  curriculum fo r al l levels o f schoolin g i n 
Japan, and it is not a  minimal competency requirement. I t is challeng-
ing fo r al l students , eve n thos e a t th e top . Teacher s ar e amon g th e 
loudest critics of it, saying that it is too hard. In the strictest legal sense 
it i s not a  required curriculum . Ver y few school s rejec t i t altogether , 
however, an d mos t adher e quit e closel y to it s prescriptions. I t i s only 
"fair" t o children to prepare them to compete with others who follo w 
this curriculum . I t ma y b e difficult , bu t ther e i s genera l agreemen t 
among teachers that it is a good curriculum . 

The academic and social effects o f this demanding curriculum are not 
what migh t b e expected . Socially , student s ar e neve r exclude d fro m 
their classe s because o f academic failings : the y are always promoted t o 
the next grade, and they are not tracked into special classes or groups or 
excluded from  regula r classroom activitie s o r socia l activities . Academ-
ically, the elementar y schoo l curriculu m i s the on e mos t student s ca n 
master, and failure is in any case a relative term. Mastering 60 percent of 
a demanding curriculum may lead to higher levels of learning than mas-
tering 10 0 percent o f an easy one. All international comparison s sho w 
that Japanese students do attain absolutely high levels of learning, with 
no more range of variation than in the United States (Lynn 1988:4-17 ; 
Stevenson, Azuma, and Hakuta 1986:201-38) . 

At th e elementar y leve l a t least , th e combinatio n o f academic chal -
lenge an d socia l inclusiveness seem s t o b e a  major elemen t i n Japan' s 
strategy fo r spurrin g th e to p academi c childre n t o hig h achievement , 
pushing al l childre n t o d o th e bes t they  can , an d maintainin g self -
esteem b y no t makin g academi c achievemen t a  requirement o f socia l 
acceptability. It is not necessarily the case, then, that a uniform, emand -
ing curriculum must be united with an elite-oriented school system that 
psychologically punishes and excludes large numbers of students. 
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In Japa n th e nationa l unifor m curriculu m i s combine d wit h a n 
evaluation syste m tha t removes individua l teacher s from imposin g con -
sequences fo r academi c achievemen t o r lac k o f i t o n students . Becaus e 
the onl y consequentia l evaluation s ar e thos e o f th e hig h schoo l en -
trance examinations , th e colleg e entranc e examinations , an d th e 
employment entranc e examinations , teachers ' onl y rol e with regar d t o 
their student s i s to teach , to prepar e the m al l as well as possible fo r th e 
examinations, which ar e no t prepare d o r give n b y classroom teachers . 

If teachers an d student s measur e thei r performance agains t demand -
ing bu t possibl e standard s se t fro m outside , an d grade s ar e no t use d 
for punitiv e purpose s o r t o separat e childre n int o differen t track s o f 
education o r activities , then th e relationshi p betwee n teacher s an d stu -
dents i s inevitabl y les s adversaria l an d potentiall y mor e cooperative . 
Both teacher s an d student s benefi t fro m thi s environment . Student s 
need no t fee l tha t the y ar e i n direc t competitio n wit h thei r classmate s 
for a  limited suppl y o f goo d grades , an d grade s ceas e t o b e a  bargain -
ing aren a fo r th e student-teache r relationship . 

The structura l constraint s o f th e curriculum , th e unifor m provisio n 
of resources , an d th e examinatio n syste m d o no t operat e i n a  vacuum , 
but i n the contex t o f a motivational structur e tha t teacher s attribut e t o 
children. 

Reward childre n fo r goo d behavior ? I  think it' s demeaning. I n fact , I 
wouldn't eve n wan t t o trai n animal s tha t way . Eve n fo r a  dog , it' s 
humiliating to do tricks in the hopes of getting something for it . 

—Japanese elementary school teacher (quote d in Lewis 1995:124 ) 

People lear n mor e i n thei r firs t fiv e year s o f life tha n a t an y late r time. 
They d o this , th e worl d around , i n th e absenc e o f a n educationa l 
system, withou t forma l schools , withou t grade s o r othe r specia l sys -
tems o f reward s an d punishments , withou t muc h rebellion , an d with -
out muc h though t o n th e par t o f eithe r childre n o r adults . Th e jo y 
children tak e i n thei r expandin g master y o f physica l skills , language , 
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social skills , and knowledg e o f th e worl d i s eviden t t o an y observer , 
including adult s wh o deligh t i n thei r learnin g an d assum e tha t lif e 
before schoo l wil l not involv e failure fo r mos t children . Th e questio n 
of learnin g i n schoo l migh t bette r b e phrased , wh y don' t childre n 
want to learn at school, when they so manifestly want to do so outside 
of school? 

The incentives for learning tha t surroun d Japanes e children ar e dif-
ferent a t different ages , I think, but in some ways there is a continuity 
between th e incentive s tha t ar e effectiv e i n earl y childhoo d learnin g 
and those that are institutionalized i n elementary schools . Before the y 
enter school , childre n ar e carrie d alon g b y th e utte r convictio n o f 
adults tha t the y should , can , an d wil l learn t o spea k thei r nativ e lan -
guages, t o contro l thei r bodie s i n sociall y acceptabl e ways , an d t o 
interact i n culturall y approve d way s with othe r people . Childre n find 
acting in accordance with these expectations satisfying. School learning 
in elementar y school s i n Japa n i s approache d b y students , teachers , 
and parents in much the same way. 

For adults , the knowledg e tha t wha t i s learned i n schoo l i s needed 
and usefu l i n late r life , generally enjoyable , an d n o mor e problemati c 
than learning to take one's shoes off or exchange greetings or defecat e 
in th e prope r place s make s the m powerfu l persuader s o f childre n t o 
take the same view. 

Seeking economic succes s in adul t lif e i s probably no t a  very com -
pelling motivation for Japanese children, however, any more than they 
learn t o spea k Japanes e becaus e i t wil l b e advantageou s t o the m a s 
adults o r lear n t o rid e bicycle s becaus e i t provide s goo d trainin g fo r 
large muscle development. They learn these things because at the time 
of learnin g i t feel s good , bot h withi n themselve s an d i n thei r socia l 
relationships wit h famil y an d others , t o gai n thes e skills . Japanes e 
schools seem to be good at transferring thi s motivation into the school 
setting. Even if the motivation of the adults is to provide children with 
future benefits , the y see m t o instil l a  motivational structur e fo r chil -
dren that is not based on future extrinsi c rewards. 
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There is compelling evidence from psychologica l studies that givin g 
children extrinsi c reward s lik e cand y o r token s o r grade s fo r doin g 
what they were doing by free choice extinguishes their desire to pursue 
those activitie s withou t rewards , an d tha t learnin g prompte d b y th e 
search for extrinsi c rewards is less effective tha n learning prompted b y 
intrinsic rewards (Dec i and Ryan 1985:245-72) . Japanese elementar y 
schools seem designed to embed academic learning in the same frame-
work—intrinsically satisfying , withou t extrinsi c rewards—tha t charac -
terizes nonschoo l learning . Whe n I  aske d adults , "Wh y d o childre n 
run s o hard i n th e races , when ther e ar e n o winners an d n o prizes? " 
their answer, "Why not?" was really saying, "It feels good to do as well 
as possible; no other incentive is needed." 

If these structural features and understandings of motivation are the 
basis for academically and socially successful Japanes e schools, are they 
aspects o f educatio n tha t coul d b e adopte d i n Wester n schools ? M y 
answer to thi s question i s mixed, but no t totall y negative. Schools are 
not the driving force of economic conditions, and schools can do little 
directly to affec t employmen t level s and income distributio n patterns , 
societal feature s tha t I  fee l d o matte r i n th e Japanes e contex t an d i n 
other contexts . However , ther e ar e structura l feature s o f school s a s 
institutions an d a  way of thinking abou t th e socia l contex t o f schoo l 
learning tha t coul d incorporat e som e Japanes e practices , wit h th e 
expectation tha t they would make schools more effective. Som e of the 
most strikin g difference s i n schoo l structur e an d teachin g style s 
between th e Unite d State s an d Japa n see m t o com e fro m divergent , 
deep-seated cultura l differences i n understandings abou t the nature o f 
children and their motivations for learning. Such differences, so deeply 
ingrained in our worldview that we cannot recognize the m a s cultural 
because the y ar e s o rea l t o us , often pos e insurmountabl e barrier s t o 
transferring behavio r patterns from on e culture to another. I t seems to 
me highl y unlikel y tha t Westerner s ca n adop t a  vie w o f childre n a s 
innately good, having no unworthy motives , needing only to learn t o 
understand th e reward s an d constraint s o f socia l huma n life , an d ac t 
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toward the m consistentl y i n term s o f tha t view . I  don' t thin k we'r e 
ever going to be able to see a boy weighing a rock in his hand and no t 
suspect he' s contemplatin g damag e t o someon e o r something . Som e 
of the behaviora l consequence s o f the Japanes e vie w of the natur e o f 
children an d socia l learning , however , ar e als o consequences o f mor e 
Western ways of looking at children and adults. 

Two sociolinguists,  Penelope Brown and Stephen Levinson (1987) , 
working from a  long-standing Western philosophica l backgroun d an d 
a socia l scienc e tradition , hav e propose d a  framework fo r lookin g a t 
social interaction tha t ma y provide th e basi s for non-Japanes e t o con -
sider and adop t som e Japanese practices.  The framewor k the y offe r i s 
one they claim is applicable in all human cultures; they have been criti-
cized for being too bound by the self-interested, individualisti c view of 
human natur e tha t i s par t o f th e Wester n philosophica l tradition . If 
their framework provide s a way for us to understand in our terms what 
practices Japanese school s incorporate , the n i t may be easie r for u s t o 
adopt some of Japan's effective action s and social structures. 

Brown and Levinson see social interaction an d the verbal expression 
that take s plac e i n interactio n a s th e outcom e o f tw o contradictor y 
basic needs of every individual. In thei r view, all individuals want free -
dom to pursue their own ends unimpeded by interference fro m others . 
At the sam e time , they equally want t o b e liked , admired , an d foun d 
worthy b y others . Individual s ar e dependen t o n eac h othe r fo r thi s 
affirmation, an d moreover, the affirmation o f one's own self from oth -
ers is of no value i f the other s ar e no t value d i n turn . Grouch o Mar x 
supposedly said that he wouldn't want to be a member of any club that 
would let him in, but in life we have to be members of groups that will 
let us in, and we have to value those people in order to get admiration , 
friendship, acceptance , o r respec t fo r ourselves . Japanes e teacher s 
exploit the tension betwee n thes e two desires of children t o creat e an 
environment conducive to learning. 

Acquiring competenc e i s on e wa y t o enhanc e individua l indepen -
dence, to becom e powerfu l an d abl e to d o what on e wants . Japanes e 
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teachers ar e attune d t o thi s aspec t o f learning an d us e i t t o motivat e 
children. They do not expec t children t o learn becaus e they are given 
extrinsic reward s fo r th e learning , bu t becaus e i t make s the m mor e 
powerful. I n thi s contex t physica l education , art , an d musi c ar e a s 
interesting as reading, math, and science. 

Japanese classroom organizations and interactions assume that what 
really motivate s childre n beside s th e powe r o f competenc e i s accep -
tance and esteem from othe r children. In some contexts of school, the 
athletically able students acquire esteem for their groups; in other con-
texts th e musicall y o r mathematicall y abl e student s us e thei r compe -
tence t o gathe r estee m withi n th e smal l grou p an d withi n th e large r 
group. Becaus e th e group s ar e multipurpos e an d stabl e fo r relativel y 
long period s o f time , al l th e member s ar e abl e t o contribut e an d 
receive contributions; the result is mutual esteem that operates in both 
academic an d nonacademic activities . In al l these context s socia l skills 
that encourage group s to elici t and make the bes t use of the aptitude s 
and preference s o f al l the grou p member s brin g abou t mor e positiv e 
social rewards for al l the group members . 

The academi c competenc e childre n gai n i s frequend y exercise d i n 
social interaction s i n Japanes e classrooms . A  compositio n i s writte n 
and rea d t o classmates . An idea fo r solvin g a  math proble m i s shared 
with th e ban,  an d wit h an y luc k th e grou p wil l b e applaude d fo r 
coming up with it . Bot h givin g and takin g from peer s bring rewards . 
The affirmation o f worth sociall y that comes from th e display of acad-
emic learnin g i s wha t make s schoo l learnin g mor e compellin g fo r 
Japanese children than for American ones. It is not tha t Japanese chil-
dren fin d learnin g th e multiplicatio n table s o r th e capital s o f the pre -
fectures les s "boring " tha n American s find  them , bu t tha t Japanes e 
schools make these the focus of social interactions that are intrinsically 
rewarding for children . 

Many time s America n adult s marve l a t th e intens e interes t i n 
learning "boring " subject matte r that children display about nonacad -
emic matters . Th e capacit y o f childre n t o lear n sport s statistics , th e 
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complicated interaction s o f many computer games , the trivi a of infor -
mation abou t televisio n stars , an d th e character s o f televisio n serie s 
that childre n see m t o acquir e effortlessly , al l attes t t o th e contextual , 
social definition o f what's "boring. " Japanes e school s mak e academi c 
learning on e o f the activitie s o f the sam e group s tha t focu s o n socia l 
activities. Learnin g seem s t o b e easie r an d les s "boring " becaus e i t 
takes place in "interesting" groups. 

These socia l interactions in Japan are primarily with peers , not with 
teachers, whose policy is to be self-effacing. The y are relations within a 
peer group tha t i s stable enough ove r a  long enough time  period tha t 
one ca n an d want s t o see k self-wort h an d validatio n fro m th e grou p 
members, and they are varied enough so that most members can make 
valuable contributions a t least some o f the time.  Ove r time,  i n Japan -
ese preschool s an d elementar y schools , teacher s entic e childre n int o 
academic activitie s b y exploiting th e nonacademi c searc h fo r master y 
and independence on the one hand and the hunger for socia l self-vali-
dation on the other . 

There i s nothin g i n Wester n o r America n cultur e tha t preclude s 
exploiting the same basic needs and desires of children in our schools . 
We could have larger, more stable classes, less focus on student-teache r 
interaction, mor e heterogeneou s clas s groups , mor e "fun " an d mor e 
noncompetitive academi c learnin g activities , mor e time  spen t a t 
school, more genuine learning in the arts and physical education. 

The first structural change that would have to be made in American 
schools t o pu t thi s motivationa l structur e int o practic e woul d b e t o 
move t o larger , mor e heterogeneou s classes . Japanes e elementar y 
schools operate with large classes . Educators clai m this is done no t t o 
save money, but because the social atmosphere for learning that is cen-
tered i n th e pee r group , no t i n individua l student-teache r relation -
ships, require s a  certain critica l mas s t o work . Thirty-fiv e student s i n 
grades on e throug h three , forty-fiv e i n grade s fou r throug h six , ar e 
currently considere d th e goal s i n Japan . Som e school s hav e smalle r 
classes becaus e o f lowe r populatio n densities ; the y ar e considere d 
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disadvantaged. There is a large body of research on learning levels and 
class sizes in the Unite d States , but n o clea r conclusion ca n be draw n 
about effective clas s size. The rationales for smal l classes in the Unite d 
States ar e tha t teacher s canno t b e expecte d t o contro l large r group s 
and tha t individua l attentio n t o eac h chil d i s possibl e onl y i n smal l 
classes. The assumptio n tha t schoo l learning i s based o n th e student -
teacher dyad is very clear here, along with the idea that differen t chil -
dren need to be taught differentiy, an d possibly different things . 

My observation s i n Japan , th e observation s o f othe r Wester n stu -
dents o f Japanese education , an d th e recor d o f international compar -
isons of achievement have led me to believe that the Japanese approach 
is probably more effective. Making learning primarily a matter of inter-
action betwee n teache r an d student , includin g th e gradin g aspect s o f 
that relationship , seem s t o b e les s effectiv e tha n th e Japanes e grou p 
effort t o conquer a  syllabus. I and others have seen teachers utilizing a 
number of teaching strategies in their classrooms, including many rec-
ommended for students who have trouble with passive verbal presenta-
tions o f material. I  think classe s in the Unite d State s should b e larger 
but constant , a s suggeste d above : n o specia l grouping s fo r differen t 
subjects, n o travelin g t o differen t classrooms , n o trackin g withi n 
classes, and bot h socia l and academi c activitie s emphasized a s endeav-
ors that include everyone. 

What are the operational advantages of larger classes? First, they can 
contain a  larger variety of children, so that there are likely to b e fewe r 
children who stan d ou t becaus e o f some unique characteristic . With a 
larger number of children, the interests and abilities of any single child 
are more likely to find at least a  partial match in some other child . As 
the Japanese say, larger classes include "more friends. " 

Some game s an d activitie s require a  certain numbe r o f participant s 
in orde r t o b e carrie d ou t o r t o b e effective . Her e th e constan t 
Japanese use of ban  groups is especially noticeable. If the class contains 
only enough childre n fo r tw o or three groups , those group s ar e likely 
to b e very different fro m eac h other overall , and they are likely to fal l 
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into th e disadvantage s o f unequa l competitio n rathe r tha n providin g 
the forum fo r cooperative-competitiv e stimulatio n tha t i s the idea l fo r 
the han  system. Again, with more children o f more individual charac-
teristics available, teachers can use a greater variety of grouping criteria 
to provide more experience in group interaction an d different learnin g 
environments ove r th e cours e o f a  year o r two . I n large r classe s with 
more grouping s possible , teachers hav e more scop e t o avoi d creatin g 
class scapegoats , clowns , an d stars . Teacher s ca n defus e antagonism s 
and possible problems through groupin g practices when those group -
ings are not trackin g by academic ability . You need lots of students t o 
have effective groups ; you need effective group s for socially motivated 
academic learning. 

Observers agre e tha t Japanes e teacher s hav e a  stron g incentiv e t o 
teach goo d behavio r patterns to thei r students becaus e they are goin g 
to spen d a  lo t o f tim e wit h thos e students , i n mos t case s tw o ful l 
school years, 480 days . From a  child's point o f view, I think it's easie r 
to lear n t o ge t alon g with on e teache r an d on e se t o f classmates tha n 
with man y differen t ones . I  sugges t tha t classroom s shoul d b e mor e 
nearly self-containe d unit s tha n i s common practic e i n man y school s 
now. One teacher who teaches all subjects, one group of pupils who do 
not trave l fro m plac e t o place , teache r t o teacher , al l day long, al l in 
one room that belongs to them and is their real home. The integration 
of social and academi c activitie s crucia l to thi s view of education hap -
pens most easily in the multipurpose homeroom . 

The change of mind I  was perhaps most reluctant to have forced o n 
me i n thi s stud y o f Japanes e school s wa s wit h regar d t o trackin g i n 
schools. Bu t I  no w fee l tha t academi c trackin g doe s no t provid e th e 
best environmen t fo r academi c learnin g fo r bright , average , o r slo w 
students and that it would be better to have a hard curriculum and aca-
demically integrate d classe s wit h th e inclusiv e socia l practice s use d 
in Japanese classrooms. Academic challenges for abl e students can still 
be included , a s th e Japanes e experienc e shows , an d wit h th e righ t 
social practices the poorer students need not suffer th e loss of face and 
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self-esteem the y demonstrabl y d o suffe r i n America n school s whe n 
they ar e separate d ou t an d pu t i n th e slowes t readin g grou p o r th e 
"dumb class. " Overall , th e academi c leve l o f th e poores t student s i n 
Japanese classrooms is higher than the performance o f the poorest stu-
dents i n America n schools , eve n whe n th e America n student s hav e 
been give n specia l help . So are th e achievemen t level s o f the averag e 
students and the best students. 

Much trackin g i n America n schools , particularl y tha t whic h sepa -
rates children into private, religious, and magnet school s is class, race, 
and ethni c tracking . Perhap s effectiv e teachin g an d learnin g i n th e 
schools attende d b y most student s coul d hel p alleviat e th e nee d par -
ents feel for this kind of segregation. 

If schools ar e going t o utiliz e socia l learning, socia l ties , and socia l 
motivations fo r academi c (an d social ) learning , the n the y probabl y 
need to have the children in school for longer school days, encompass-
ing mor e socia l activities , an d fo r mor e day s eac h year . I f America n 
children were to spend the forty hours a week in school that Japanes e 
children do, then i t is crucial that the extra time not  be filled with aca-
demic classes . I  woul d sugges t tha t th e eigh t hour s a  day shoul d b e 
apportioned a s follows : 5  t o 5  l/i hour s o f academi c instruction , 
including homework , art , music , an d physica l education , th e res t t>f 
the tim e ( 2 l/i t o 3  hours) fo r recess , lunch, cleaning o r othe r publi c 
service, snack, class meetings, and club meetings. Children would stil l 
have the evenings and weekends free . 

Japanese school s and teacher s seem not t o fee l guilt y about capital -
izing on children's desire to have fun in the effort t o reconcile them t o 
discipline an d learning . Many activities , from generou s reces s periods 
to schoo l trips , are undertaken simpl y for th e purpos e o f having fun , 
with th e convictio n tha t thi s makes fo r a n atmospher e conduciv e fo r 
learning. Students are not deprived of these activities as punishment. I 
think school should be more fun i n America. Most o f these fun activi -
ties turn ou t to involve a lot of physical activity, an advantage in itself. 

2

2
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Most childre n d o no t tak e easil y t o lon g period s o f sittin g still , an d 
large doses of activity seem to make class time more productive. 

Many peopl e fee l tha t teacher s ar e th e mos t importan t variabl e i n 
schools an d classrooms . Japanes e teacher s ar e generall y good , an d 
there ar e a  numbe r o f reason s fo r this . On e i s tha t the y hav e gon e 
through Japanese schools themselves and have received a  good educa -
tion through university level. Next, teaching is regarded as a good job 
in terms of status and salary in Japan, and it is still one of the few pro-
fessions i n which women ca n really make a  career, though a t elemen -
tary school level they are only about 5 0 percent o f the teaching staff . 
Teaching thus attracts a large and good pool of applicants, and there is 
stiff competitio n fo r teachin g jobs . Successfu l applicant s mus t hav e 
completed a  university teache r trainin g cours e an d a  major i n a  sub-
stantive field. They are then chosen on the basis of an entrance exami-
nation. 

Schools offe r stron g suppor t fo r individua l teachers . The y ar e no t 
isolated fro m fello w teachers , a s i s ofte n th e cas e i n othe r systems . 
Their workda y a t schoo l i s structure d s o tha t the y spen d tim e wit h 
others i n th e teachers ' room , an d bot h formall y an d informall y the y 
are encourage d t o shar e experience s an d informatio n abou t students , 
teaching tactics , problems , an d effectiv e techniques . The y hel p eac h 
other develo p supplementar y teachin g material s an d desig n togethe r 
ways to approach the requirements o f the curriculum. The most effec -
tive, experienced teacher s ar e give n th e mos t difficul t classe s and th e 
most difficult students . Their tales about dealing with them ar e a con-
tinuing topic of informal conversatio n in the teachers' room. 

Going to school is a real job for students, and even more, teaching is 
a real job for teachers. Teachers are expected to be at school from 8:0 0 
A.M. to 5:00 P.M. , five and a half days a week (most Japanese work a full 
or hal f day on Saturdays) . Th e lon g summe r vacatio n fo r student s i s 
not a  vacation for teachers , who are required to use the time for study , 
be presen t a t schoo l o n specifie d days , giv e swimmin g lessons , an d 
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accompany classe s tha t g o o n summe r fiel d trips . Ther e i s thu s n o 
sense tha t teachin g i s just somethin g women fi t i n aroun d chil d rear -
ing, a (false) perception I  think persists in the United States . Teachers' 
earnings are at about the median level for workers with their education 
levels an d age ; like othe r salarie s the y ris e relativel y steepl y with ag e 
throughout a  teaching career. It is not necessary to become an admin-
istrator to reach high salary levels. 

Like American teachers , Japanese teachers say they choose the work 
because the y lik e childre n an d the y lik e teaching . I  thin k the y wor k 
in situation s tha t increas e thes e professiona l satisfactions . Thei r cir -
cumstances enhanc e thei r abilit y t o b e effectiv e teachers , an d thei r 
involvement wit h on e clas s of children i n a  comprehensive socia l an d 
academic environment ove r a two-year period o f time maximizes thei r 
satisfaction with the impact they can have on children . 

Accompanying th e structura l change s t o larger , mor e heteroge -
neous, multipurpos e classes , longe r schoo l hours , an d supportiv e 
teaching condition s shoul d com e a  move toward a n effective nationa l 
curriculum, accompanie d b y a n evaluatio n syste m tha t i s not depen -
dent o n grade s give n b y teachers. The change s in motivationa l struc -
ture fo r bot h teacher s and student s tha t thi s entails would chang e th e 
nature o f classroom interaction s i n th e ways detailed throughou t thi s 
book. Emphasis on teaching, with evaluation assigned to the big , bad, 
external Examinatio n System , mean s tha t teacher s an d student s ar e 
engaged i n the sam e cooperative enterprise , not opponent s o r caugh t 
in th e we b o f competition , exploitation , an d resistanc e tha t relation s 
between the powerful an d the powerless always entail. 

The las t majo r advantag e i n structura l term s tha t I  thin k Japanes e 
schools have over American ones is that in Japanese social and cultural 
terms, school s legitimatel y hav e academic , social , civic , an d mora l 
teaching responsibilities . I n th e Unite d State s school s als o d o acade -
mic, social, civic, and moral teaching, but not al l of these are accepted 
as part o f the functio n o f schools . Every social scientis t an d educato r 
will agre e tha t school s d o teac h mora l lessons , whether th e teacher s 
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or th e syste m inten d tha t the y d o s o o r not . Som e o f th e mos t 
eloquent writin g i n critica l educatio n studie s o f th e las t twent y year s 
has documented just how schools teach the lessons of the "hidden cur -
riculum" tha t reproduc e th e race , gender , an d clas s inequalitie s o f 
modern societies , their mora l justifications, an d th e behavio r pattern s 
that perpetuat e the m (Ogb u 1974 ; Bowle s an d Ginti s 1976 ; Willi s 
1981; Cookson and Persell 1985 ; Sadker and Sadker 1994) . The pub-
lic curriculum o f American school s certainl y doe s no t articulat e thes e 
goals, bu t thes e ar e lesson s learne d an d taught , thoug h perhap s no t 
intentionally. 

Every mentio n o f moral s o r ethic s o r value s i n th e school s i n th e 
United States , however , run s immediatel y int o th e roc k o f religion . 
Commonalities o f ethica l judgmen t foun d amon g differen t religion s 
and philosophical outiooks become obscured because of the differenc e 
in justification fo r thos e judgments tha t differen t group s offer . Focu s 
in the United States has historically been on the differences i n justifica-
tions, no t o n th e commonalitie s o f behavio r prescribed . Thes e ar e 
emotionally lade n issue s i n th e Unite d States , s o tha t peopl e wh o 
advocate sexua l abstinenc e fo r teenager s base d o n divin e command -
ments fee l nothin g i n commo n wit h peopl e wh o advocat e th e sam e 
sexual abstinence based on the immaturity of teenagers and the impor-
tance of social and individual responsibility. Religion, morality, and sex 
are intimately linked in the United States, though they are not in Japan 
and in some other cultures . 

Because school s ar e inevitabl y institution s tha t impar t morals , an d 
because moral s ar e "religious " in th e Unite d States , it ma y be neces-
sary to augmen t th e curren t version o f public school s here with one s 
based o n communitie s tha t shar e a  moral univers e o f discourse . I  a m 
suggesting tha t a  set o f school s o f severa l varieties o f religious-philo -
sophical persuasions , chose n b y families , b e deliberatel y an d overti y 
given th e responsibilit y o f imparting mora l value s t o students , rathe r 
than having values be part of a hidden, covert, illegitimate curriculum . 
Let schools design their activities to teach values openly. 
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Finally, i n connectio n wit h th e civi c an d mora l teachin g role s o f 
schools, let me offer a  few arguments in favor o f ritual and continuit y 
and agains t constan t innovatio n i n educationa l practices.  American s 
seem to have a fear of ritual and patterned behavior s in many contexts, 
including schools . I n Japanes e school s ritual s an d routine s see m t o 
punctuate schooltime ; they facilitate transition s betwee n activitie s and 
are comforting i n their constancy. One of the most striking examples is 
the procedure for beginnin g each class, with students calling others t o 
attention an d leadin g the m i n assumin g th e prope r posture s an d i n 
turning their attention to the teacher and the class material. The alter -
nation between apparently wild recesses or class breaks and the focuse d 
attention o f class time i s greater tha n i n man y U.S . schools , and th e 
short ritua l effectivel y make s th e transition . Large r ritual s suc h a s 
Sports Day, ceremonies a t the beginnin g o f each term an d the end o f 
the year , the weekl y assembly , and th e weekl y clas s meeting als o give 
children a sense of passing time and changing roles and of stability and 
constancy. 

We have a preoccupation with newness in school activities: new text-
books, ne w approaches , ne w projects , ne w learnin g activities . Man y 
good ideas and practices get lost in the search for new things, and th e 
ritualized passage of children through socially recognized landmarks of 
schooling i s lost . Th e learnin g experienc e o f eac h chil d wil l remain 
unique an d individual , even if others have used an d wil l use the sam e 
vehicles fo r learning , th e first-grad e mornin g glor y an d Cultur e Da y 
chicken, fo r example . I n Japanes e school s teacher s hel p eac h othe r a 
great deal to develop techniques for teaching, sharing ideas and stories 
about what works and what doesn' t work t o teac h a  particular point , 
about the second and third tactics to try in a class, about approaches to 
use with difficult students . If each teacher feels that her teaching mus t 
reflect onl y her own individual bent , experience, and talent and that i t 
must b e differen t eac h year , usefu l experienc e i s lost, no t share d an d 
not made tradition . 
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Shared experience, across grades, across schools, across generations, 
was chose n i n Japa n t o impar t a  sens e o f nationa l identit y durin g 
Japan's nation-building days. I think it is foolish o f us to deny unifyin g 
experiences to our children, when we live in a time of such discord and 
loss of confidence i n our unity as a country. A national curriculum an d 
other experience s tha t childre n i n th e nation , th e state , th e city , an d 
the schoo l hav e i n commo n migh t foste r a  sense o f communit y tha t 
education does not seem to be very effective i n conveying these days. 



12 
Sayonam 

W timed  ou r departure from Japan for just after the end of the 
school yea r i n March . Sa m an d Elle n bot h receive d going-awa y pre -
sents fro m thei r classes , very nic e phot o album s wit h individua l pic -
tures o f thei r classmate s an d a  farewel l not e fro m eac h one . Th e 
inevitable hassles and confusions o f ending the research we had com e 
to do, of cleaning the apartment, selling household gear , closing bank 
accounts, and moving a family to the other side of the globe somewhat 
obscured th e meanin g an d significanc e o f the yea r fo r u s in term s o f 
our individual and family experiences at the time all this was going on. 

Sam and Ellen were anxiou s to return t o Pittsburgh . The y had no t 
been happy about movin g from Washington , D.C. , to Pittsburg h th e 
year before , bu t th e yea r i n Japa n mad e Pittsburg h see m lik e home . 
Remembered foods , T V shows , activities , an d mos t importantl y 
friends becam e common topics of conversation. All of us were looking 
forward t o having a car again and a bigger house. All of us were ready 
to b e bac k in a n English-speakin g environment ; I  fee l print-deprive d 
and stupi d whe n I  can' t rea d everythin g aroun d me , an d bot h Dav e 
and I  were tired  o f my bein g th e onl y on e wh o coul d as k questions , 
answer the phone, or read the mail. Dave and I were hoping we would 
again feel confident abou t our ability to handle the cultural and practi-
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cal complexitie s o f dail y life . I n Japa n w e ha d a  perpetua l impressio n 
that w e wer e gettin g b y o n goo d luc k an d a  distinctl y belo w averag e 
level o f social competence . 

We als o talke d abou t th e experience s w e ha d enjoyed , th e Ne w 
Year's trip t o Hon g Kong , travel s throughou t Japan , an d especiall y th e 
volcanoes, beaches , an d ho t sprin g bath s i n Kyushu . Strang e food s w e 
had encountered , an d food s w e woul d miss , als o wer e remembered . 
Sam trie d t o figur e ou t way s t o tak e a  lo t o f firework s bac k t o 
Pittsburgh. Elle n wante d t o tak e th e poster s tha t helpe d he r lear n th e 
syllabary an d th e first-grad e kanji.  Th e hardes t par t o f leaving , o f 
course, wa s partin g fro m friends . Man y peopl e ha d helpe d us ; man y 
people w e jus t enjoyed . Letter s hav e helpe d u s sta y i n touch , bu t 
they're no t lik e bein g i n th e sam e tow n an d meetin g casually . 

Dave an d I  are sometimes aske d i f the year was worth it . Certainl y i n 
terms o f ou r researc h i t wa s fruitfu l an d stimulating . Th e dynamic s o f 
the yea r togethe r a s almos t th e onl y American s i n Urawa , i n a  smal l 
apartment an d without a s many separat e activitie s a s we ar e involved i n 
at home , mean t w e spen t mor e time  together , di d mor e travelin g an d 
other activitie s together , an d wer e mor e sociall y necessar y t o eac h 
other tha n whe n w e ar e in th e States . We bot h fel t then , an d now , tha t 
the experienc e o f intimate contac t wit h anothe r cultur e wa s a n invalu -
able on e fo r ou r children . Sam , thes e severa l years later , seem s t o shar e 
this feelin g mor e tha n Ellen . I  thin k sh e wa s th e on e wh o enjoye d th e 
year th e least . Elle n an d Sa m bot h ha d conversatio n lesson s wit h a 
tutor fo r tw o year s afte r w e returned , bu t tha t gav e wa y t o increasin g 
academic an d socia l demands . Sa m studie d Japanes e wit h a  tuto r fo r 
his hig h schoo l languag e requirement s an d retain s som e abilit y t o us e 
the language . H e als o show s a  continuin g interes t i n peopl e o f othe r 
cultural background s an d a  flai r fo r bringin g disparat e sort s o f friend s 
together. 

Would w e d o i t again ? Woul d w e recommen d th e sam e cours e t o 
others? Yes . 





Appendix 

Reading and 
Writing in Japanese 

J L o r childre n especially , learnin g t o rea d Japanes e i s very differen t 
from learnin g t o rea d English , i n term s o f the rhyth m o f the proces s 
and th e rat e o f gaining a  feeling o f competence . Englis h i s harder a t 
the beginnin g an d easie r a t the end ; Japanese i s easy at the beginnin g 
but the n become s difficul t an d remain s that way longer. These differ -
ences are caused b y differences i n the writing systems , not i n the lan -
guages themselves. 

Reading i n Englis h i s difficul t a t th e beginnin g becaus e w e hav e a 
very imperfect alphabeti c writing system. The theory behind alphabet s 
is tha t eac h distinctiv e soun d i n th e languag e wil l b e represente d b y 
a distinctiv e symbol , o r letter . Standar d Englis h spelling , however , 
departs from thi s principle in several ways, all encountered b y children 
at the very beginning of the process of learning to read because many of 
the most common words have "irregular" spellings and must be memo-
rized. Becaus e o f historica l influence s an d changes , especiall y i n th e 
vowels o f English , ther e ar e severa l way s o f spellin g an y give n vowe l 
sound and several ways of pronouncing an y given vowel spelling. Even 
more importantly , English dialect s vary most in their vowel systems. A 
writing syste m tha t ca n b e rea d b y Irish , Australian , American , an d 
British speaker s ha s t o b e on e tha t i s no t ver y accurat e fo r an y on e 
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group—because it' s a  sloppy fit for eac h group, they all can use it, bu t 
imperfectly. Much useful information abou t the relationships and histo-
ries o f differen t word s i s embodie d i n thes e spellings , an d thi s con -
tributes to the resistance people feel toward spelling reforms. 

The resul t o f ou r imperfec t alphabeti c spelling , especiall y i n th e 
most commo n words , i s tha t childre n hav e a  difficult tim e acquirin g 
the first levels of competence in reading. Learning the patterns of read-
ing an d spellin g take s a  larg e par t o f th e tim e fo r severa l year s i n 
American and other English-speaking schools. By fourth o r fifth grade, 
however, the mechanics o f reading, of transferring writte n representa -
tions into meaning units that can be processed like spoken language, is 
accomplished fo r mos t children . Othe r aspect s o f readin g ma y stil l 
remain problematical, but the mechanics are in place. By the age ofte n 
or so , children ca n rea d mos t written Englis h material s tha t the y ca n 
understand on other grounds—that is , if they can understand the ideas 
in a  newspaper story , they can probably read the story , in the for m i n 
which i t i s written fo r adults . Befor e th e en d o f elementar y school , 
then, children who are learning to read English are competent reader s 
of adul t materials . (Als o lik e adults , thei r readin g i s constraine d b y 
their comprehension levels—adult s who understand chemistry but no t 
sociology can read different material s than those who understand soci-
ology but not chemistry. ) 

The Japanes e writin g syste m i s fundamentall y differen t fro m th e 
English system, and learning to read i t is a different process . Japanese 
writing has developed under the influence o f two diverse factors. First , 
writing was imported fro m Chin a alon g with a  great dea l o f learning 
and othe r cultural  material , an d Chines e writin g wa s adopte d a s th e 
writing system. Most writing was done in the Chinese language and in 
Chinese character s a t th e initia l period s o f writin g i n Japan . Peopl e 
soon wanted to write in the Japanese language, however, and here the 
second factor cam e into play: Japanese and Chinese are unrelated lan -
guages, a s differen t i n wor d structur e an d synta x a s Englis h an d 
Chinese o r a s Englis h an d Japanese . Th e writin g syste m tha t i s 
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adequate fo r Chines e jus t won' t wor k for  Japanese . The majo r prob -
lem is that Japanese has inflections, changes in words that reflect gram -
matical relations, and Chinese doesn't . Mos t words in Chinese appea r 
as invariant forms, regardless of their grammatical context , whereas all 
verbs and adjectives in Japanese have varying forms. 

Anyone who wants to write Japanese rather than Chinese , then, has 
to have some way of representing the inflections o f Japanese grammar . 
Over many years a way to represent these inflections, based on sounds, 
was developed. It was closely related to the alphabetic principle of each 
sound bein g represente d b y a  symbol , bu t th e Japanes e solutio n 
instead represents each syllable with a symbol. 

This solutio n wouldn' t wor k i n English , which ha s man y differen t 
syllables as possibilities, ranging from "I " to "strengths, " for example . 
But in Japanese the possibilities for syllable formation ar e very limited. 
A syllable can be a vowel alone, or a consonant followed b y a vowel, or 
a nasal consonant alone . Altogether, 10 3 symbols, some of them com-
plex, are enough to represent the syllables of Japanese. In contrast, this 
paragraph alone contains 83 different syllable s in English. 

Over th e cours e o f severa l centuries , th e symbol s fo r representin g 
the syllable s o f Japanes e hav e bee n standardized , i n moder n time s 
under the guidance of the national Ministry of Education. At the same 
time, especiall y sinc e th e beginnin g o f the moder n educatio n syste m 
in 1872 , dialec t variation s i n Japa n hav e bee n lessened . Ther e ar e 
still area s o f Japan , especiall y i n th e northeas t an d th e southwest , 
where native s o f th e regio n spea k a  noticeabl y differen t dialect . Bu t 
schools an d th e mas s media , whic h penetrat e ever y corne r o f Japan , 
use standar d Japanese ; i t i s everywher e understood , an d nearl y 
everyone can speak it if necessary. Thus, the system of representing the 
sounds of Japanese by a set of symbols for the syllables of Japanese is a 
good fi t for everyone' s use of Japanese and an excellent, easily learned 
writing system. This kind of writing system is called a syllabary. 

It i s thi s se t o f symbol s tha t childre n lear n firs t whe n learnin g t o 
read; this is what their mothers, older siblings, and grandparents teac h 
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them, an d mos t childre n hav e mastere d the m befor e the y reac h firs t 
grade. Sa m an d Elle n learne d thes e symbol s i n abou t thre e weeks . 
Everything in Japanese can be easily and reliably written using this set 
of symbols. 

But Japanese is not normally written using only this set of symbols. 
Instead, th e symbol s ar e used  ordinaril y onl y fo r tw o categorie s o f 
material. Mos t importantly , the y ar e used  fo r writin g th e inflection s 
that Japanes e gramma r require s o f it s words , particularl y verbs . Sec -
ond, the y ar e used  fo r word s tha t ar e identified a s Japanese i n origi n 
and not borrowe d fro m Chines e or other foreign languages . This sec-
ond criterio n i s not ver y consistend y applied , however . Wha t i s used 
ordinarily t o writ e everythin g els e i n Japanes e i s kanji,  literally , 
"Chinese writing. " Kanji  ar e thu s used  fo r th e stem s o f words — 
nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. 

What kind o f writing syste m do kanji  represent ? Somethin g funda -
mentally different fro m alphabet s or syllabaries. In the Chinese writing 
system th e symbol s stan d fo r word s (o r meaningfu l part s o f words , 
morphemes, like the two parts of breakfast).  There ar e as many differ -
ent symbol s a s ther e ar e word s o r morphemes . Th e relationshi p be -
tween th e symbo l an d th e wor d i t stand s fo r mus t b e considere d 
essentially a n arbitrar y one . Thus , learnin g t o rea d mean s learnin g a 
fairly larg e stoc k o f symbol s fo r word s b y rot e memory . Readin g a 
Chinese newspaper , fo r instance , require s a  readin g vocabular y o f 
around 3,00 0 differen t symbols . 

It i s true tha t historicall y som e o f th e kanji  used  i n bot h Chines e 
and Japanes e ar e derive d fro m eithe r picture s o r soun d correspon -
dences. T o us e standar d examples , th e symbo l fo r th e wor d river 
looks like this ) \ \ , whic h can be seen as a drawing of ripples of water. 
Sun £ J , moon  j ^ ,  tree jf* , and  forest ^  ca n also be seen as pictures. 
(It matter s tha t th e picture s wer e draw n wit h a  brush; squar e shape s 
are done more accurately with a brush than round ones. ) Some words 
in thi s sor t o f writing syste m ar e formed b y pictures o f meaning ele -
ments of the word, so that the standard symbol for man  o r male  is J§ , 
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a drawing of fields divided by irrigation dike s E0 , over a  drawing of a 
knife JJ.  Me n work in fields and use knives or swords. 

Some words are formed b y elements that may relate to either mean-
ing or sound. Thus, the morpheme tha t is used in compounds to indi-
cate language is pronounced [go] : nihongo means "Japanese," furansugo 
means "French, " eigo  means "English. " I t i s written I p , an d consist s 
of three identifiable parts . The left-hand sid e j=f , i s a picture of sound 
waves coming out of a mouth and is often use d in words having some-
thing to do with speech. The top o f the right-hand sid e is the symbo l 
that stands for the number five j £, pronounce d [go] , and the botto m 
of the right-hand sid e is a drawing of a mouth |ZJ . Both meaning an d 
sound element s ar e containe d i n thi s kanji.  However , th e left-han d 
side o f thi s kanji  i s also foun d i n word s meanin g "t o measure, " "t o 
attack," "t o b e suspiciou s of, " an d "th e deat h penalty. " Althoug h i t 
sometimes indicates a meaning element of a word, in other instances it 
doesn't, a t leas t i n an y transparen t way . Soun d element s als o some -
times see m t o contribut e clue s t o th e soun d o f a  word an d a t othe r 
times have nothing to do with the pronunciation . 

What this means for learners, especially early learners of the Japanese 
writing system, is that every symbol seems both complicate d an d arbi -
trary, with mnemonics that are unreliable. 

If thi s weren' t enoug h o f a  problem , th e sam e kanji  ar e use d i n 
Japanese writin g wit h severa l differen t pronunciations . (Thi s i s no t 
true in Chinese, where the sound attached to a  particular symbol does 
not vary , at least within a  single dialect. ) Thus , the word^0, meanin g 
"language" written as above, is also used with the pronunciation [kata ] 
in the words katamono,  "theme o f a narrative," and katate,  "narrator , 
speaker." 

The meaning element ca n be considered th e same in al l these com -
pounds, but the pronunciation reflect s the origin of the words, go hav-
ing bee n borrowe d fro m Chines e an d kata  bein g a  nativ e Japanes e 
word. It' s a s though Englis h used one symbol for the common mean -
ing i n hearty  heartfelt, an d heartbeat,  and als o i n word s lik e cardiac, 
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cardiopulmonary, and tachycardia.  Though th e sam e symbol , signify -
ing th e sam e meaning , woul d b e used , th e word s woul d b e pro -
nounced a s the y ar e now , wit h tw o pronunciation s fo r th e sam e 
meaning. Peopl e learnin g t o rea d woul d hav e t o lear n th e differen t 
contexts and the pronunciations appropriate to them. 

This analogy also holds for the relative feeling of formality and tech-
nicality tha t surround s word s wit h borrowe d root s an d pronuncia -
tions, such as cardiopulmonary m English &rA gogaku, "linguistics, " in 
Japanese. Chinese is the source of roots for the formation o f technical 
and learned words i n Japanese , as Latin an d Gree k continu e t o b e in 
English. 

Another exampl e tha t give s a very realistic conception o f the prob -
lems facing Japanese children learning to read kanji  ca n be found i n a 
common affi x lik e th e one s i n Englis h meanin g NEGATIVE . Suppos e 
English wer e writte n wit h word s lik e Xlikely,  Xpossible,  speechX,  Xre-
newable, Xdecisive, Xacid, and Xcommunist. Someon e learning to read 
English would have to know from contex t tha t these words should b e 
pronounced "unlikely, " "impossible, " "speechless, " "nonrenewable, " 
"indecisive," "antacid," and "anticommunist. " Thi s is exactly the situ-
ation facin g a  Japanes e chil d learnin g t o rea d material s writte n fo r 
adults. 

The tw o majo r problem s fo r readin g Japanes e tha t incorporate s 
kanji, a s most writing does, are what pronunciations t o associate with 
a given occurrenc e o f a  kanji  an d ho w many kanji  on e ha s to recog -
nize. Thi s numbe r coul d b e quit e high , a s hig h a s th e numbe r o f 
words o r morpheme s i n th e language . When th e universa l educatio n 
system was instituted i n 1872 , the Ministr y o f Education too k som e 
steps to alleviate the second problem. I t established a  set of kanji  tha t 
everyone would b e taught and limited the number o f kanji tha t could 
be used  i n certai n contexts , suc h a s governmen t publications , text -
books, an d newspapers . Ove r th e year s th e lis t ha s bee n refine d an d 
changed somewhat . 
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At thi s tim e ther e i s a  governmen t lis t o f approve d Kanji  fo r 
General Use . I t contain s 88 1 Essentia l Characters , whic h ar e t o b e 
learned durin g th e si x years of elementary school . There ar e also 96 9 
more Genera l Us e character s t o b e learned i n junior hig h schoo l an d 
high schoo l an d 9 2 other s tha t ca n b e use d onl y i n prope r names . 
These 1,85 0 characters , along with those for proper names, constitute 
the mechanic s o f reading an d writing Japanes e alon g with th e us e o f 
the syllabary. 

But Japanes e childre n ar e als o confronte d wit h tw o othe r set s o f 
symbols for reading and writing. Besides the syllabary described above, 
there i s anothe r exactl y paralle l syllabary . Fo r ever y symbo l o f on e 
syllabary, ther e i s another exacd y correspondin g symbo l i n th e othe r 
syllabary. Th e secon d se t o f symbol s i s use d fo r foreig n words , fo r 
words o f foreig n origin , fo r word s tha t represen t anima l o r natura l 
sounds, and also in advertising and other cases where graphic display is 
important, somewhat as italics or variations in upper and lower case are 
used in English. Children learn this second syllabary in first and second 
grade. 

Finally, there is a very good system of writing the sounds of Japanese 
with th e letter s used  i n Englis h an d othe r Western languages . This is 
the romanized Japanese used for the Japanese words in books like this 
one, and in Japan for graphic interest. Children learn to read and write 
in this system in the fourth grade . 

Every sentence written i n the ordinar y Japanes e used  b y adults will 
contain bot h kanji  an d symbol s fro m th e syllabary , an d i t i s no t 
uncommon i n newspapers , advertisements , o r magazin e article s t o 
encounter sentences using all four writing systems. 

Traditionally, Japanese was written fro m th e to p o f the page t o th e 
bottom, i n vertica l lines , with th e first  lin e o f th e pag e o n th e righ t 
hand sid e an d th e boo k openin g backward , compare d t o Wester n 
books. Now the practice of arranging writing from lef t to right in hor-
izontal row s tha t star t a t th e to p o f th e pag e i n book s tha t ope n 
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Western styl e has become common . Fro m th e firs t da y of first grade , 
students dea l wit h materia l writte n i n bot h formats . Fro m m y ow n 
experience, I think that moving horizontally from lef t t o right or right 
to left (a s in Hebrew) takes little adjustment o f eye movement, but the 
patterns neede d fo r takin g i n chunk s o f materia l movin g verticall y 
require noticeable adjustment . 

How can it be, then, that Japanese seems to be easier to learn at the 
beginning? Thi s i s becaus e ther e i s a n immens e amoun t o f materia l 
published for children that uses only the syllabary, which most children 
can read at the beginning of first grade. Because any word in Japanese 
can be fully represented in the syllabary, this material does not have to 
have carefully controlled vocabulary. Therefore, its interest level can be 
high. It can also be used both b y children and adults in real-life situa -
tions like leaving notes or making lists. 

This leve l o f competenc e i s easil y achieved . Bu t th e nex t levels , 
involving kanji, ar e harder to attain independently, and children in ele-
mentary an d junio r hig h schoo l ar e confine d t o materia l writte n fo r 
children, incorporating kanji  a t the rate prescribed b y the Ministry o f 
Education's national curriculum. Being able to read newspapers, mag-
azines, or other material s written with adult s in mind i s an ability tha t 
comes to Japanese children later than to Americans. 

Adults whose lives involve little reading find  kanji  eas y to forge t i n 
later life, and many publications use fewer than the approved possibili-
ties, substituting the syllabary for some kanji. On the other hand many 
literary or technica l writings use more tha n th e 1,85 0 o n th e govern -
ment list. 

A number o f ramifications o f this writing system are worth spellin g 
out. What abou t usin g a  dictionary? Lookin g a t a  kanji  give s no reli -
able information a s to it s sound; there i s no alphabe t t o organiz e th e 
listing of entries in a dictionary. There is a system devised in China that 
involves groupin g kanji  accordin g t o part s use d i n writing them , fo r 
instance th e g f used  i n th e kanji  fo r language  illustrated above , an d 
then countin g th e number o f writing strokes needed t o complet e th e 
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kanji. Ther e ar e 21 4 o f thes e elements , an d it' s no t alway s eas y t o 
decide which one is the right one. It's difficult t o learn to use a dictio-
nary or reference work. Many things that are alphabetized in the West, 
such a s phon e books , ar e als o arrange d b y pronunciatio n i n Japa n 
(there are at least two "alphabetical" orders that can be used), and this 
is effective i f you alread y know th e pronunciatio n o f whatever you'r e 
looking up. But you can't tell that for an unfamiliar kanji. 

What about writing? There are no efficient typewriter s for Japanese; a 
machine that contains 1,85 0 kanji  plus two syllabaries plus English let-
ters is a printing press, not a  typewriter. Accurate and legible handwrit -
ing i n Japa n i s no t onl y a  matte r o f ar t an d aesthetics , bu t als o o f 
practical necessity. It's much easier to recognize and read kanji  tha n t o 
write them fully and correctly; the vagaries of English spelling are trivial 
in comparison. Most high school and college students carry little refer -
ence cards of the General Use Kanji, an d use them often. Adults resort 
to sloppy writing or using the syllabary—but that looks really childish. 

There i s also the obviou s questio n why , with severa l goo d alterna -
tives available , th e Japanes e continu e t o us e kanji.  Ther e hav e bee n 
reformers i n Japan who advocat e changin g t o a  different writin g sys-
tem, fo r instanc e Englis h letters , bu t the y hav e bee n unsuccessfu l i n 
getting muc h support . Ther e ar e severa l different reasons  tha t Japan -
ese give for continuing to use kanji. 

One reason is that i f people do not continu e to use and learn kanji, 
all the literary and historical material that uses kanji  wil l become inac-
cessible. Th e los s o f traditio n an d traditiona l learnin g woul d b e to o 
high a  price to pay for the convenience of an easier system. This seems 
to b e persuasiv e t o mos t Japanese . Anothe r i s tha t adult s clai m i t i s 
faster an d easie r t o rea d kanji  tha n th e writin g tha t represent s th e 
sounds of language. They claim that one can in effect ski p one step of 
mental processing in reading, going directly from symbo l to meaning , 
rather than from symbo l to sound to meaning. It is difficult fo r nonna -
tives to evaluate this claim; it feels to me that it might have some merit. 

A third reason is related to the feeling many Japanese have that they 
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would lik e t o preserv e thei r uniquenes s i n th e worl d a s a  distinctiv e 
people. They feel that because the writing system is so tied up with the 
history and tradition o f Japan and the very nature o f the Japanese lan-
guage, abandoning it would be a major step in abandoning "Japanese -
ness." From a  linguist's point of view, writing systems have little to d o 
with the nature o f the languages they transcribe, but on socia l or psy-
chological grounds i t is difficult t o dismiss this set of claims. Foreign-
ers have sometime s asserte d tha t maintainin g thi s writing syste m i s a 
part o f the Japanes e conspirac y t o exclud e outsider s fro m knowledg e 
of Japa n an d fro m participatio n i n Japanes e organization s a s equals . 
According to this view, the writing system is just another unfair barrie r 
to protect the Japanese from outsiders . 

Finally, there is the argument tha t kanji,  a s difficult a s they are, still 
have the advantag e o f signaling important historica l an d morphologi -
cal information, in addition to simply representing (in an especially dif-
ficult way) th e pronunciatio n o f a  word. A n Englis h exampl e i s th e 
word photography,  wit h a  spelling tha t signal s to u s the sound s o f the 
word bu t als o tell s us abou t th e semanti c element s tha t mak e u p th e 
word and its historical derivation. Literate people are reluctant to give 
up this richness, even though the y will concede tha t the word i s easily 
recognized whe n i t i s spoken , wit h n o visua l representatio n o f it s 
semantics, and that children learn the word perfectiy wel l without an y 
reflection o n its derivation. 

Changing the writing system of Japan would b e a  political decisio n 
with many expected an d unexpected sid e effects . A t this time there is 
no prospect of a political or social consensus that would support such a 
far-reaching change . Learnin g t o rea d i n Japanes e i s no t likel y t o 
become a different proces s any time soon. 

One las t digressio n o n th e writin g syste m involve s computer s an d 
word processing systems . Though th e Japanese never developed type -
writers, they have developed ways to use computers and Japanese word 
processing programs . T o handle th e inpu t t o a  word processin g pro -
gram, a  Japanese use r use s a  keyboard wit h symbol s for th e Japanes e 
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syllabary or, less commonly, English letters. The word processing pro-
gram then translates the syllabary input, where appropriate, into kanji. 
Because many different kanji  hav e the same pronunciation an d there -
fore loo k the same in the syllabary , the program use s context t o mak e 
some choice s and als o sometimes offer s a  menu o f alternate kanji  fo r 
one pronunciation . 

Word processor s ar e becomin g inexpensiv e an d readil y availabl e t o 
both institution s an d individual s i n Japan . Tw o contradictor y trend s 
are a t wor k fo r Japanes e wh o us e them . O n th e on e han d thei r us e 
leads to a  greater acceptance o f the syllabary in more contexts . Utilit y 
bills, for instance , are now computer generate d an d printed , an d the y 
use onl y th e syllabary ; an d supermarket s tha t provid e receip t tape s 
often ar e tie d int o a  computerized inventor y an d accountin g syste m 
and us e the syllabary . Anyone who doe s compute r inpu t use s the syl-
labary. In severa l new and familia r contexts , then, the exclusive use of 
the syllabary is becoming more common . 

On th e othe r hand , th e compute r wor d processin g progra m ca n 
accurately store many more kanji  than all but the most erudite humans 
and can present these as choices on the kanji  menu for users. Kanji ar e 
much easie r to recognize passively than t o use actively in writing, and 
people report that because the computer will take care of the more dif-
ficult memor y feats , the y ar e usin g mor e kanji,  an d mor e unusua l 
kanji, i n thei r writing tha n eve r before . I t i s difficult t o predic t wha t 
effects thes e tw o trend s wil l hav e o n Japanes e readin g an d writin g 
practices in the future . 
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