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Newfoundland and Japan. Two small islands with distinct cultural identities, forged by a unique geography and a tempestuous relationship with the colossal continents looming off our coasts. The differences between us are too obvious to be instructive; it is only through experiencing our common humanity that we can truly learn from one other. This past summer I was most honored as the Keizai Koho Center provided me with such an opportunity. 

The KKC Fellowship Program enables teachers to gain an understanding of current conditions in Japan through three inter-related perspectives: education, the economy and culture. To become more acclimated to Japanese culture, North American Fellows met in Washington for an orientation  before leaving for Tokyo. During this orientation, which took place at the Capital Children’s Museum, Fellows attended lectures on the KKC Fellowship Program and Japanese cultural considerations. We toured the “Japan:Through the Eyes of a Child” exhibit for hands-on experience with Japanese-style rooms, subway platforms and “bullet train” schedules. The exhibit included lifesize models of a traditional tatami room which one would expect to see in a Japanese home, a Japanese classroom and even a scaled down version of a typical Japanese street. During dinner at an authentic sushi restaurant there was a  presentation by the Education Counselor of the Japanese Embassy and a discussion about Japanese food, culture and table etiquette. Besides basic table manners, we learned how and when to bow, remove outdoor shoes and put on indoor slippers, exchange business cards, give and receive gifts, socialize appropriately at office parties, use Japanese baths and high-tech toilets, and seating protocol for meetings, dining and driving. When attending presentations at the KKC offices, visiting companies and schools in Japan, business dress was required.

As teachers and guests we were treated with the utmost respect. Japanese hospitality being second to none, no detail was overlooked when tending to our every comfort. We were afforded the absolute best this affluent and generous country has to offer. Home base for most of the tour was the legendary Imperial Hotel, designed by Frank Lloyd Wright. The Imperial is located across the street from the Emperor’s Palace and adjacent to Tokyo’s exclusive Ginza district, which is convenient for the royalty, political leaders and celebrities who are regular guests.

 Good manners, attention to detail, kindness and  gentility are fundamental values that permeate Japanese society. The Japanese language has three alphabets but no swear words. There is a deeply held philosophy behind the extreme politeness: if the first meeting between people is one of the utmost respect, they are more likely to have a harmonious relationship in the future.

This philosophy has a profound effect on Japan's domestic and international relationships. Pacifism was enshrined in the Japanese Constitution on May 3, 1947. It states that "The Japanese people forever renounce war in order to maintain peace". Post second World War reconstruction of Hiroshima as an international city for peace was initiated by the Mayor of the city with assistance from the Japanese government so the new peaceful Japan could gain credibility with foreign countries. In the introduction to "Beautiful Japan", a publication given to us by an official from the Japan Travel Bureau, the President of the foundation states that "tourism is a passport to world peace. The promotion of interchange of the people over the world through tourism is the best and easiest way to achieve it". Whenever we visited schools and asked students to pose for photographs, they always smiled and flashed the peace sign. Peace and nonviolence is an essential component of the Japanese character.

The Japanese also believe that preserving and respecting doctrines and manners handed down from the past helps one understand the new. In Tokyo, the ancient and the modern co-exist in remarkable harmony. We visited the Edo-Tokyo Museum, which was founded in 1993 to preserve the historical heritage of the city and promote an historical awareness which would lead to a better future for its residents. The museum features ultra-modern architecture on the outside and huge exhibits on the inside depicting the history of this futuristic megalopolis which had a population of a million people before London was half its size.

It houses an impressive collection of architectural and cultural artifacts and recreations from the Edo period. Visiting this museum provides insight into how life in the city and people’s relationship to the environment have changed over the centuries. Displays include traditional Japanese architecture, such as the Nakamura-za Kabuki Theater exhibit in which a unique form of drama with music and costumes was  performed. There are models depicting the lives of warriors and townspeople throughout the ages and the development of Dai-Tokyo, the Greater Tokyo area. We found Tokyo to be a facinating modern capital where one can visit The Meiji Shrine and watch a traditional Buddhist wedding ceremony in progress and then spend an unforgettable evening enjoying its vibrant nightlife. Both experiences are integral to an understanding of the city's culture.

Kyoto, Japan’s ancient capital, was the cultural center of Japan for over a thousand years. There are over 250 shrines and 1,600 temples across the city.

During our visit we attended a special school that teaches students how to perform the Japanese Tea Ceremony; a  traditional ritual, intricate, solemn and dignified, in which green tea is prepared by a skilled practitioner and served to a small group of guests in a tranquil setting. We were also taught to make origami paper cranes and windmills and had an entire day set aside for sightseeing and shopping. Everything traditional such as local convenience stores, bars, restaurants, homes and cultural centers seem scaled down and tidy by Western standards, especially in comparison with the spectacular animated billboards surrounding the opulent luxury hotels where we stayed. We visited Nijo Castle, the site where Emperor Meiji took power in 1868, Byodo-in Temple, which has stood for a thousand years, the Kiyomizu temple, and the Heian Shrine, so stunning with its' freshly colored reds, greens and whites. We were particularly captivated by the  three-storied, gold-leafed Golden Pavilion nestled just off shore on a small, serene lake surrounded by immaculate grounds and verdant Japanese gardens.The atmosphere in the sedate and stately area around the Golden Pavilion can only be described as meditative. It was an appropriate place to reflect on how Japanese people embrace both traditional Shinto and more recent Buddhist religions and sometimes even Christianity. The Japanese concept of spirituality has no place for religious conflict. Buddhist, Shinto and Christian beliefs are not considered to be mutually exclusive. People simply take what they want from each religion, allow the ideas to build on each other and blend to create harmony.

The expansion of societal harmony is a motivating force behind many Japanese businesses. At Toyota the guiding principle is to enrich society by "making cars that are kind to people and the earth".  Current Advisor Tatsuro Toyoda has said "We must achieve greater harmony between man, society and the environment founded on the understanding that a healthy and safe environment is the lifeline of all business enterprises. This means that Toyota must take action to combat social and environmental problems and promote an understanding of Toyota's ethos throughout the world."

At Toyota’s Commemorative Museum of Industry and Technology in Toyota City, just outside Nagoya, we observed many technological advances in historical perspective. This museum was created at the birthplace of the Toyota group.

The building was formerly the main factory of “Toyoda Spinning and Weaving Company”, the predecessor to "Toyota".  It was interesting to observe the first “Toyoda” - a sewing machine. The founder changed the name of the company to "Toyota" because he didn't want it to be considered a family-owned business. To the Japanese, modesty is as highly valued as tolerance.

Toyota's museum was designed to help children understand the evolution of industry. It has a vast array of functioning textile machines, a step-by-step display of car assembly, “Techoland” simulations of windpower and friction, and futuristic helmets designed to induce disorientation while attempting to perform simple tasks. Visitors can observe the first Toyota, vintage1938, or models just off the assembly line.

We had an opportunity to observe Toyota's efficient, front-line systems of production and distribution at their main factory. These included the Kaizen (continuous improvement) and “Just-in-Time” systems which are synonymous with Japanese-style management. We learned about Universal Design, which "starts with noticing and thinking". This approach strives to accommodate the differences in the ways individuals use a product and includes a series of vehicles for the disabled. During our question and answer session Toyota executives explained how they apply Total Quality Management principles to make the workplace more appealing and envigorating for their employees.

Since its inception five years ago, over 35 million people have visited

Toyota’s "Megaweb" pavilion in Tokyo, an interactive showcase for the latest models and futuristic hybrids. This high-tech facility illustrates special features of particular models as well as the company’s efforts to improve their recycling program. Vehicles can be taken on virtual journeys and people can test drive models of their choice on challenging courses before they select the model they want to purchase. 

Shimadzu Corporation is the proud employer of Koichi Tanaka, a "Noble Soul" who won a Nobel Prize in Chemistry two years ago for developing methods for the identification and structure analyses of biological macromolecules. Their corporate philosophy is to contribute to society through science and technology for the well-being of humanity and the earth. Primarily a research and development company, Shimadzu believes in making economic progress while preserving the environment. They specialize in medical equipment and other products including analytical and measurement instruments, aircraft equipment and industrial machinery. The company's most recent innovations include non-evasive X-Ray and educational programs promoting the efficient use of water resources.

After being presented with an overview of the company, we toured the Shimadzu Foundation Memorial Hall, the site where the corporation was founded, which is considered "the cradle of modern Japanese science".  We attended a lecture on the company’s environmental activities and educational programs for employees and visiting schoolchildren. The company museum documented their illustrious achievements over the past century and displayed a vast number of items from apparatus for physics and chemistry to medical equipment such as the X-ray machine they produced in 1918.

Omron Kyoto Taiyo Company is a factory designed to suit the needs of physically challenged workers. Their motto is "A better world for all". The late Dr. Yutaka Nakamura, a skilled orthopedic surgeon, believed that "No one is so disabled as to be unable to work". Dr. Nakamura converted this belief into action by founding Japan Sun Industries in 1965. Omron was established in alliance with this social welfare organization whose shareholders are physically disabled.

We visited their factory which manufactures electronic equipment and products to assist handicapped people. Touring the plant we learned about their management, production lines and corporate citizenship activities. The company specializes in traffic control systems and health-related products.  Omron is a leading manufacturer of control components, automation systems, electric money-transfer systems, computer software and networking equipment. 

Employees live in special apartments on the premesis. The company is founded on the belief that the world will have more harmony if everybody has an opportunity to be productive. Employees enjoy working, achieving independence and paying taxes as fundamental part of society. The  problem of unemployment among disabled people in Kyoto is being handled in a manner that is typically Japanese: innovative, humane and global.

The capacity of Japanese culture to absorb what is of value from the West and integrate it into their own traditions is quite remarkable. At Seven-Eleven Japan’s head office in Tokyo, we learned how their franchise adapted the basic American convenience store concept to meet the new demands of the Japanse consumer resulting from rapidly evolving social structures and consumption patterns.

Seven-Eleven's multifaceted innovation created a customer-oriented production line-up and operational style which offers over 3000 high quality items and conveniences within a small floor space. The company has built a network of more than 10,000 stores that receive 3.6 billion customer visits a year. This franchise has been so successful that it actually saved the parent American company from bankruptcy in the early 1990’s.

While Tokyo is home to many of the world's most successful enterprises, it is

the glistening silver facade of Rappongi Hills that dominates the city's skyline. Rappongi towers over the other skyscrapers. This futuristic “city within a city” is expected to become the most famous landmark in the world. When visiting we felt like  tourists transported to the next millennium. It was impossible not to be overwhelmed even in the context of such a spectacular urban landscape.

The brainchild of Mori Building Company, Rappongi provides a unique opportunity to experience urban tourism and contemporary culture originating in cities. Postwar urban development in Tokyo expanded rapidly due to the unprecedented impact of industrialization and expansion of the population. Urban landscapes and culture were given little consideration. Mori Building Company has been working toward the transmission of urban culture and the creation of urban tourist destinations for some time. After seventeen years of research and development, they have recently opened Rappongi Hills. Gigantic towers encase apartment complexes, business offices, art galleries, convention centers, shopping malls, restaurants and green spaces that include parks, duck ponds,  rice fields and flower gardens. Rappongi has its' own police force, television station, hospital, medical service, library, amphitheater and cinema. It has skylounges, street furniture, street art, and gigantic outdoor movie screens. It is also handicapped accessible and earthquake-proof.

The concept was inspired by the need for an “Artelligent", efficient and green vertical city to provide global human living for the Tokyo populous.  "Artelligence" refers to the "art" and "intelligence" of Rappongi Hills, which aspires to become a place where the two concepts unite. It is designed so people who live, work and visit will come into contact with a variety of ways of thinking, enjoy a multitude of experiences, witness the birth of new ideas and help bridge differences of opinion, standards and values. Ideas to shape the world are expected to emerge from this environment.

Ideally, such ideas would emerge from the schools. However, the education system is rooted in the period after the second world war when learning changed from being Confucian or Buddist - oriented to European or American.

The current system is a result of reforms implemented at this time. The emphasis on high-level academic qualifications was a reflection of industry’s desire for employees with the qualities needed to industrialize the country. Those with impressive academic qualifications were at an advantage when it came to securing jobs.

Japan experienced phenomenal economic growth during the 1950's and '60's, a series of recessions and boom in the '70's and 80's, the longest and most serious recession in postwar history in the '90's and, more recently, a steady recovery from the "bubble burst". Today globalization is a fact of life. The labor market is increasing in flexibility and diversity. Japanese companies no longer guarantee lifelong employment, mid-career recruitment is expanding and performance-based renumeration and promotion is the norm. Profound changes are taking place in a system that had been obsessed with academic qualifications.

Corporations place more importance on the ability to adapt to change than to academic qualifications. Companies with passive staff who wait for instructions are not successful in the fiercely competitive global marketplace. The employees who are sought after are those who have communication skills, high standards, strong ethics, take initiative, work patiently to solve a problem, make judgments and take action.

Since these characteristics cannot be created instantaneously, the role of public education takes on great significance. In 2002, the Ministry of Education implemented its’ “relaxed education program”, which is based on the 1998 New Course of Study. To moderate the bias toward knowledge-oriented education and cultivate students’ “Zest for Living” – their ability to study, think and act on their own initiative – a more “relaxed and fulfilling” learning environment should be created. The school week was shortened to five days, the curriculum was reduced, an Integrated Studies program created and extra-curricular activities promoted to achieve a balance between intellectual, emotional and physical strength and foster a “Zest for Living”.

The knowledge-cramming educational system that had been practiced previously did not nurture children’s ability to express themselves or communicate with others. The “Zest for Living” model aims to give children “intellectual strength” by teaching them to gather information for themselves, organize it logically and express the results articulately while developing their judgment and ability to solve problems.

An example of this approach would be a project undertaken by students at the Junior  High School Attached to the University of Tokyo’s Faculty of Education. Students engaged in Integrated Studies go on homestays with traditional woodworkers in a remote mountain village, learn about their craft and lives and report on their experiences. At Joshigakuin Junior and Senior High School in Tokyo, students are writing a novel based on the wartime experiences of their grandparents.

The emotional needs of students is being taken more seriously. There is a concern that too many young people lack an understanding of other people’s suffering, are unable to see things from another person’s point of view and are inept at working together to achieve a common goal. The capacity for self-control has declined. The priority placed on knowledge has undermined moral education, which facilitates self- control, consideration for others and a fulfilling personal life.

Performance-based initiatives such as Integrated Studies are being implemented. Participation in volunteer activities is encouraged as well as cooperative partnerships between schools, families and communities.

However, “Zest for Living” has generated a number of concerns. Some teachers feel that the “relaxed education” philosophy creates problems in the classroom. Others fear that reducing instructional time and curriculum requirements will result in a decline in academic ability, which is the foundation for “intellectual strength”. The Japanese education system’s emphasis on solid basic skills in Science and Mathematics lead to Japan’s success as a technological power. Any weakening of these fundamentals could have a disasterous effect on Japan’s economy.

While public schools are attempting to implement these reforms, many private schools are continuing with the same number of hours and the same curriculum.

Due to the emphasis on high academic credentials, cram schools have developed to complement school education. They comprise what has come to be known as the “entrance examination industry”. Most students still attend “cram schools” after regular school closes. It is common to see elementary school children riding the subway home alone late at night after spending many long hours at “juku”.

 The quality of instruction is also an issue. Integrated Studies requires teachers with a broad range of knowledge, skills and experiences, yet an efficient system for training such teachers does not exist.

Emotional problems such as bullying and absenteeism have not been resolved by the introduction of “Zest for Living”. Societal factors, including fathers’ low level of involvement in their children’s education and the impersonal nature of modern urban neighborhoods, have an effect in the classroom. Furthermore, children are committing violent crimes at an earlier age. Schools have been the setting for a number of highly publicized tragedies which shocked the nation.

Japan has experienced a rising tide of serious youth crimes, including arson, rape and murder. These crimes have little to do with poverty but a great deal to do with stress. Experts blame the violence on low self-esteem among alienated children and cite pressures on traditional family life during Japan’s thirteen-year economic slump as a major cause. The financial situation in Japan, the world's second largest economy, has improved considerably, but years of suffering through the longest and most serious recession in its postwar history sent divorce, domestic violence and suicide rates soaring. Violent young criminals are damaging the national sense of personal security in a country so safe that children often ride crowded subways alone or walk home unaccompanied by adults through teeming inner city streets.

In Japan there is a cultural belief that difficulties will eventually be overcome if one perseveres. Teachers are not expected to solve society’s problems on their own, but to partner with the community, analyze the problem, devise an innovation, act on it and continuously improve on the results.

 Ms. Mariko Fujiwara, Research Director for the Hakuhodo Institute of Life and Living, put “Teenage Views of Lifestyle, Work and Life” into perspective. Ms. Fujiwara explained that modern society is characterized by a generational gap in attitudes toward life and work. Japan’s consumerist, high-tech society has created a generation which is unique. The population is aging rapidly yet it contains the largest number of young people in Japanese history. These young people have fewer siblings and experiences with younger neighborhood children than any previous generation. They have fundamentally different values. Japanese children are generally more educated than their parents and grow up in a commercialized environment dominated by the mass media. They are bombarded by stimulus, Japan being a world leader in the production of toys and gadgets which are engaging and given freely to children. More money, resources and talent are poured into the entertainment industry than education. Easy access to safe, clean, affordable and efficient transportation systems makes it impossible for local neighborhoods to compete with the conspicuous consumption on display in glitzy downtown areas. 

The nuclear family, which is the norm in the urban environment, is also the most unstable family unit. Unlike the extended family, it is vulnerable to minor structural changes which have a major impact on all family members and weaken traditional bonds. Furthermore, many liberal parents feel that their experiences are irrelevant to their children’s and are reluctant to offer advice. In the past, the norm was to work at the same job for the same company throughout one’s career. Few of today’s graduates have any intention of remaining with the same employer for an extended period of time. There is also a greater disparity of opportunities within this generation than those of the past. Some have bright futures, many are unemployed and others change jobs frequently without really building on their experiences.

Industry has undergone drastic change. Companies no longer guarantee lifetime employment. Part-time, contract and seasonal work is more common.  Offshore production has increased and there has been a shift from manufacturing to knowledge, information and network - based industries. Most global markets are already taken, but niche markets offer opportunities for creative entrepreneurs. 

 When one considers innovations taking place in popular culture and the global economy, it is evident that educational institutions are lagging behind. A systemic inability to envision the future mitigates against preparing students for the changing job market. According to every indicator, the three main disciplines that will be in demand in the future are Environmental Technology, Oceanography and  Chinese and Russian Languages. To ignore these high demand areas is to do a disservice to a generation. To focus exclusively on these subjects, even if it were possible, would only blind us to other possibilities yet to be discovered. A more creative approach is required, one which operates in harmony with cultural and economic trends. 

We had many opportunities to visit Japanese schools which are undertaking various initiatives to adapt to societal changes and instill a “Zest for Life” in their students.  At Tokyo Metropolitan Toyama High School we observed how the staff is grappling with the challenge of improving the ratio of students who go on to prestigious universities while emphasizing “human” education through curricular and  extracurricular activities. We also visited the Secondary School Attached to the Faculty of Education at the University of Tokyo, a national school with an integrated six - year curriculum. This Junior and Senior High School has a collaborative working relationship with the University of Tokyo. The Principal administers the school three days per week and teaches at the university the other two days. On these days the Vice Principal assumes the Principal’s responsibilities. It is a leading Research and Development school and offers the most comprehensive Integrated Studies program in the country. Their philosophy is that students should be given opportunities to discover what they want to do for themselves, then go on to college and enjoy their lives. 

It was fascinating to spend time in Japanese schools and experience first-hand their genuine love for learning. We were welcomed into staffrooms and classrooms, laboratories and auditoriums, and had frank and lively discussions on subjects ranging from popular culture to ancient philosophy. Everywhere we went, people actually seemed excited to meet us and lavished us with exquisite gifts. There were opportunities to meet formally and informally with teachers and students, attend classes on different subjects, talk casually with students and staff, work briefly with individual and groups of students on current assignments, and even participate in presentations as  members of student groups. It was particularly interesting and instructive to observe Integrated Studies classes. Students conducted presentations about various global issues in an audience which included parents, teachers and students from other classes. We found Japanese students to be very open, warm, friendly, polite, and extremely curious about the West. Many of the teachers we observed used interactive techniques and their classes tended to be interesting and relevant to real-life issues. Considering the time restraints, we learned a great deal about the effect of educational reform on some Tokyo schools. However, we had to travel to another city to gain a deeper understanding of “Zest for Life”. 

The city of Hiroshima, devastated by the world's first atomic bomb on August 6, 1945, has risen from the ashes to become a beacon for world peace. In Hiroshima, peace education commences at the elementary school level. During our visit, Hiroshima Suzugamine Elementary School held a special ceremony in which children spoke about the value of peace. Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park is a dynamic setting for such a gathering. One can almost feel the haunting shadow of the Atomic Bomb Dome, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, preserved as it was on the day of the bombing. Visitors are surrounded by thought-provoking images: the statue of “Mother and Child in the Storm”, the Memorial Tower to the A-bombed Teachers and Students, and the monument to Sankichi Toge engraved with his poem "Give Back the Human". The Hair Monument proclaims "We enshrine here hair, cut and gathered in the morn of life", but the mound of unidentified human ashes is silent. Everyone seems to spend a little more time at the monument dedicated to Sasaki Sadako, an eleven year old girl who developed leukemia as a result of exposure to radiation from the bombing. Sasaki set out to make a thousand paper cranes for world peace but died when she had made only 644. Her friends completed the remainder and dedicated them to her at her funeral. Every year since on Peace Day, August 6 th, thousands of origami tsuru are sent to Hiroshima by children from all over the world. The simple statement on the Cenotaph for A-bomb victims to"Let all the souls here rest in peace; For we shall not repeat the evil " expresses the "Heart of Hiroshima" which, having endured past grief and overcome hatred, "yearns for the realization of peaceful coexistence and prosperity for all people."

The spirit of innovation in harmony with a higher ideal extends to the natural world. The A-bombed tree "Aogiri" is lovingly preserved, lotus flowers surrounding the Peace Bell depict a world without borders and the Flower Clock is designed to keep ticking until all nuclear weapons are destroyed. Trees that survived the horror have beautiful white blossoms whose nuts are harvested and shared with school children throughout Japan. These are quite literally the seeds of peace.

The Atomic Bomb Museum serves as a stern warning about what can happen if these seeds do not take root. We read personal stories of heartbreaking suffering and viewed archived footage of unspeakable devastation. Many of the shocking artifacts made us cringe: scorched rags of clothing, blackened, crumpled lunch boxes and melted cast iron. The cracked face of a child's watch, shattered and frozen at 8:15, the time of the bombing, may be the most disturbing of all. Photographs of that day depict an infernal wasteland littered with bloodied babies, terrified toddlers and disfigured teenagers. Bewildered young men in the prime of their lives search for their limbs as delicate young ladies clutch slices of their faces. Maimed elderly people are scattered among the anonymous body parts, corpses burnt to a crisp and the assorted detritus of hell.

 Two hundred and seventy students and three teachers from Hiroshima Municipal Commercial High School were performing demolition duty in the city that day. None of them survived. However, their classmates and colleagues made sure that the school was rebuilt. We had seen the monument to their memory at the Peace Park. Visiting their school is an experience we will never forget.

 Hiroshima Commercial High School is perched like a huge dove on a hill overlooking the bustling city below. Huge windows and open-air corridors provide a panoramic view of majestic mountains, verdant parks and elegant boulevards. The setting is spectacular, but people here know that what is on the inside is what really matters. Residents of Hiroshima greet visitors with a personal warmth so intense that it has to be experienced to be believed.

The Principal calmly explained their mission : to educate children well so they can contribute to society, to honor those lost when the school was bombed and to work for non-nuclear proliferation and world peace. Hiroshima Commercial High School school offers courses in specialized subjects and is devoted to fostering human resources for the information society. Their approach to extracurricular activities is inclusive: chess, arts and sports clubs all involve adults in the community, teenagers and younger children. 

Our itinerary was meticulously planned to be invigorating and relaxing. Periods of intellectual and aesthetic stimulation were followed by interludes catering to our absolute comfort. There were a variety of activities, some which we expected, such as meeting students and teachers, and some which were novel, such as  students teaching us how to make origami peace cranes and the music teacher performing traditional ballads on various Japanese instruments. He even taught us to sing an ancient folk song in Japanese. Not being satisfied with providing variety and novelty, our hosts exceeded our expectations by presenting us with a vast array of artifacts representing the culture of Hiroshima prefecture. We were spellbound when one of Japan's most famous artists arrived to sketch each of us and give us an individual calligraphic drawing of ourselves as a gift. However, what we will remember most is the love and pride in the eyes of the Principal, teachers and students whenever they looked at each other. It was riveting and unmistakable.There is a special bond that unites people who could very easily have never existed.

At the end of the day the entire student body helped clean the school and grounds before being dismissed. In Japan there is a commonly held belief that if you clean a physical space, you purify yourself. This tradition is apt metaphor for Hiroshima's unique role as the conscience of Japan and a moral compass for the world.

Hiroshima's unique place in international affairs was explained quite eloquently during our courtesy call on the Mayor. Our meeting with Mayor Tadatoshi Akiba was formal, dignified and emotional. Mayor Akiba spoke about his activities as an international peace activist through the World Conference of Mayors for Peace. Inspired by the memory of hundreds of thousands who died so tragically in Hiroshima and Nagasaki and all the victims of war, Hiroshima's mayors have fought for the total abolition of nuclear weapons for almost sixty years.  Mr. Akiba paid tribute to the courageous hibakusha and expressed his deepest gratitude to them for transcending the infernal pain and despair of the bombings and opting for life: "They hovered between life and death in a corpse-strewn sea of rubble and ruin - circumstances under which no one would have blamed them had they chosen death. Yet they chose life. We should never forget the will and courage that made it possible for the hibakusha to continue to be human." 

Mayor Akiba praised the hibakusha’s achievements in having their worldview enshrined in the Japanese Constitution. They rejected the path of revenge and animosity that would lead to the extinction of the human race and had faith in the capacity of people to create a future full of hope. However, the Mayor cautioned that the twentieth century spawned "the devil's own weapons" and humanity must free itself from this threat. Nuclear weapons have increased in number, advanced in technology and become more accessible to those who would actually use them. We are living at a time when the very existence of the human race is under threat.The hibakusha are an inspiration for us to heed this dire warning and still remain optimistic about the future. 

Hiroshima has risen to this challenge by integrating innovation with conscience. This is a powerful combination, and it leaves a lasting impression. Looking out over this thriving city of a million people from the top floor of the luxurious Rihga Royal Hotel, it was amazing to think that all of this was nothing but dust less than sixty yeats ago.

While Hiroshima may very well represent the greatest innovation on earth, one cannot help but be impressed with everything the Japanese people have accomplished. Having already set such global trends as miniaturization, minimalism and escapism, Japan is now enjoying a cultural renaissance, blending commerce with music, art and fashion. It is a tribute to their respect for learning as well as their generosity of spirit that multi-national corporations would consider it important to share so much of their civilization with teachers from other countries. The action-packed, high-energy tour and  physically challenging schedule seems like a surreal blur, not unlike being beamed to another planet. Punctuality, politeness and attention to detail  permeate Japanese culture. Every train arrives and departs on time, every session begins and ends on time, every speaker commences and concludes on time. To do otherwise would be disrespectful and it would interfere with social harmony. 

I was most impressed and deeply humbled by their attitude towards learning.Teachers, especially those of us from the West, are not accustomed to receiving the same treatment as corporate executives, political leaders and celebrities. The Keizai Koho Fellowship Tour generated considerable media attention. An article was published in The Washington Post, we were interviewed for a segment on a Tokyo television station's evening news, spoke with B.B.C. journalists preparing a documentary series about modern Japan, and were the subjects of a full page story in The Japan Times, the country’s national newspaper. It is disorienting to be given spectacular accommodations in five-star hotels with huge floor to ceiling windows in opulent rooms overlooking huge animated  billboards towering over jam-packed boulevards bustling with pedestrians, incessant traffic and a cacophony of frenetic activity – all in a surreal blend of peace and harmony. We walked for hours through thick mobs of people, some wearing classic kimonos, others sporting the latest western fashions or conservative business suits, many attired in colorful traditional prints or elaborate designs embodying grace and style. Huge animated neon billboards flamboyantly projected realistic and fantastical images from  massive electronic screens erected along the imposing walls of ultra-modern skyscrapers on spacious boulevards, while quaint little alleyways offered unexpected bargains at 100 Yen stores, oriental bazaars and intimate sidewalk cafes. Streets pulsated with the incessant chatter and hearty laughter of people expressing their "Zest for Life", the crashing sounds of steel balls from Pachinko Parlours covered in massive neon signs and the wailing notes of American jazz pouring out of exotic nightclubs. 

We learned to navigate the incomprehensibly safe, clean and efficient subway system and relax comfortably as the Shinkansen “bullet train” cruised along at 300 kilometers per hour through lush countryside, magnificent mountain ranges and unique urban landscapes with barely a murmur. We were taught how to cook our own okonominyaki on a long, flat grill along the floor of a traditional Hiroshima restaurant and "graduated" with a cooking certificate signed by the chef. Dinner tatami-style on the patio of a French-Japanese gourmet restaurant overlooking the river flowing through Kyoto was most exquisite, but it was also a learning experience. Elegant, gentle waiters and waitresses patiently explained the culinary innovations pertaining to each course. At every site we visited, management and staff greeted us enthusiastically, bowed profusely, extended the most extravagant hospitality, lavished us with gifts and continued waving warmly until we slipped out of sight. In fact, every person we met in every nook and cranny of this country, from the darkest downtown alleyways to the brightest executive offices, had impeccable manners.

Our impressions of Japanese people as respectful, gentle, fun-loving and kind were reinforced by our homestay experience. We were made to feel that we were part of a Japanese family and gained an insight into Japanese home life that we wouldn't have had otherwise. Spending time in people's homes provides a more personal contact with their daily lives and nurtures cross-cultural friendship. We all have special memories of our homestays. Some of my favorite include feeling the gentle but firm shift of a minor earthquake during dinner, which seemed almost routine to my hosts, visiting a girl’s basketball team at local high school after their practice and chatting about teenagers in Canada, and spending a day strolling through Nikko National Park in awe of Sanbutsu-do, a Shogun’s mountain temple with its' giant Golden Buddhas and famous “Three Monkeys” carvings.

As part of their efforts to promote two-way communication between business and the general public, the Keizai Koho Center organizes forums where voices from society at large can be heard.  During our "Dialogue with Japanese Consumers",

 we met in small groups for discussions with consumers who serve as monitors of these forums. This session provided another excellent opportunity to become acquainted with the lifestyles of Japanese people today. We learned about contemporary Japan from the perspective of people from all walks of life: housewives, nurses, shopkeepers, office workers, laborers, retirees and artists. Later Momoyo Nishimura, a graphic artist and author, gave all of us signed copies of her fascinating new book on “Life in Edo”, comparing life in Tokyo in the seventeenth century to today.

The sincerity with which every sector of society is contributing to the dialogue about how to acquire skills which produce an independent thinker and creative worker was evident in the "Zest for Life" Forum. Keizei Koho Fellows were joined by Japanese teachers and school officials as well as representatives from industry and the media.

 Multi-nationals are showing more interest in education as corporate demands for human resources are changing rapidly. Corporations seek different qualities in workers. They now place greater importance on an employee's ability to respond to change than on academic qualifications. As a result, Toyota Motor Corporation and a number of other companies will be opening a secondary school modeled after Eton College in April 2006. The Sony Foundation for Education is providing support for teachers who are trying to nurture children's ability to learn on their own initiative. These companies do not want students to simply improve their school performance; they want them to become adults who can think and act on heir own. They believe that children should be taught in elementary and high school to set their own agenda and solve problems. Instead of becoming adults who can do nothing until given instructions from the boss, they should become adults who act on their own initiative and make proposals to others. Japanese corporations no longer consider applicants' academic backgrounds a critical factor but focus more on what the applicants are able and want to do. The name of the university an applicant has attended no longer serves as a measure for assessing their abilities. Youths can no longer pursue a career based merely on their school affiliation.

Public schools face many challenges adapting to the realities of the modern workplace. Entering a prestigious university is still a primary concern for many students and their parents. Competition for entering elite elementary and junior high schools is intense. While the Education Ministry advocates a reduced curriculum, many children attend "juku" cram schools so they can perform well on entrance exams for particular high schools and universities. Teachers' efforts to introduce new methods are often not welcome. While they try to introduce new methods, many students still want teachers to give them knowledge-based education. The system has not kept pace with with a rapidly changing economy and culture. Japanese schoolchildren spend a great deal of time studying without reflecting on what kind of career they should pursue and what their place in the world should be when they become adults.

The New Course of Study puts more emphasis on children's "individuality" and  participation in "integrated studies" that reach across academic subjects and extracurricular activities. The staff at The Secondary School attached to the University of Tokyo does not see Integrated Studies and conventional subject learning as contradictory concepts. They have found that children utilize what they learn in subject areas when researching Integrated Studies projects, and Integrated Studies in turn stimulates their interest in various disciplines. Like most innovators implementing this approach, they have found that children develop a wider range of skills and exhibit a greater "Zest for Life" as a result of these reforms.

Japanese participants were very keen on learning from our experiences, and the full page article about our session which appeared in The Japan Times was an indication of the level of public interest. A representative from each guest country presented on educational reforms in their respective nations and changes in social expectations for education.

Dr. Dana Gurney, a Professor from Newport, Rhode Island, explained how the Bush administration's "No child left behind" initiative calls for states to identify the necessary requirements for being considered a highly qualified teacher and how teachers can demonstrate that they meet these requirements. Once states and school districts identify performance standards and benchmarks for student achievement, teachers design lesson plans, instructional units and assessment strategies which are aligned with these standards. What American society expects of students varies from state to state, but general outcomes would include the ability to reason, think critically, be creative, ask questions, research and reflect on they have learned.

Molly Rose, a Sociology teacher from Derbyshire, pointed out that British society has three basic expectations: that students will be equipped with basic literacy, numeracy and technological skills; that education will produce a flexible workforce; and that students will develop transferable skills, such as communication and research skills, which would be useful in any subject or career. Retention of subject knowledge is regarded as secondary to skill development, which is achieved through research projects, problem-solving activities and classroom presentations. National assessment criteria reflect this approach by emphasizing understanding and application rather than rote memorization. Ms. Rose recommended that Japan introduce high-quality teacher training and continuing professional development  programs and make them available to teachers on a continuous basis inside and outside of their schools.

Julie Dyer, a teacher trainer at Deakin University in Melbourne, said that Australian society expects education to produce lifelong learners and responsible, participatory citizens at home and abroad. Global citizenship is a high priority. She stressed that the success of "Zest for Life" depends mainly on professional development support. All of the research concludes that  the key factor pertaining to student achievement is the level and capacity of teaching. It is the teacher who makes the difference.

Since I was the only Canadian delegate and the last presenter, I summarized the common issues facing educators from other countries and related them to reforms being implemented from British Columbia to Newfoundland and Labrador. The similarities in our struggles to make learning more relevant, engaging and rewarding were obvious to the audience. Elaborating on my Australian colleague's presentation, I was proud to report on how teachers at Prince of Wales Collegiate were "making a difference" utilizing an interactive, cross-curricular approach and the impact it has on students' understanding. Collaborations with community multicultural and human rights organizations, partnerships with the Department of Canadian Heritage,  participation in the Canadian International Development Agency's "Global Classroom Initiative" and UNESCO 's "International Decade of Peace" projects have nurtured independent inquiry and educated young people to become knowledgable, responsible and humane global citizens. 

This is a goal that is shared by reform-minded educators in every civilized nation. If we are to achieve this goal, we must remember that intelligence and creativity are fundamentally amoral; they can be used for good or evil. Every innovation has the potential to become either life-affirming or pathological. When intelligence and creativity are linked to morality, human beings have the capacity to turn a desert  of despair into an oasis of virtue. Those who have any doubts need only visit Hiroshima.

