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Challenges in Teaching about Japan in My Class

My current challenges in teaching about Japan to the Honors International Business class are that during the two-week stay, our schedule included multiple activities.  These activities were of a cultural, social, economic, and educational nature.  Assimilating all the relevant aspects of this experience has become more difficult than I had anticipated.  Also my enthusiasm for anything and everything Japanese is such that I would feel amiss if I did not cover all of these areas without leaving out a detail.  
This, of course, would be impossible to cover in one unit as other curriculum needs to be taught as well.  It would most likely not even be desirable.  I need to pull out of my experiences the information that would be best suited for the course, Honors International Business, for the age-group of 11th and 12th graders, and for what can be transferable learning, i.e. information that may assist them in their daily and future lives.  

My intent, therefore, is to guest teach (I am not the primary teacher) several lessons focusing on the global international business environment.  At this point in time, I have decided to break down the understandings to cover four standards:  (1) to interpret how the Japanese culture has adapted to their environment. (2) to analyze how beliefs and principles are transmitted in the Japanese culture. (3) to evaluate the mutual influence of technology and culture. (4) Describe the basic economic concepts in the production and marketing of Japanese goods and services.  
To interpret how the Japanese culture has adapted to their environment:   The end result of this standard is that the students will understand how the location, land terrain, proximity to other Asian countries has influenced the culture and identity of the Japanese people.  Some of the concepts or big ideas that will be utilized are:  climate contrasts, isolation, density, impermanence and constant renewal.  Introduction activities may include the following:  (1) projecting maps from the website:  http://www.japansociety.org/journey/ and http://www.us-japan.org/resources/teachers.html#material;  (2) asking the students to describe the location in conjunction to other countries. (3) comparing Japan to other countries including the U.S.  
My personal dialog with the students based upon personal observation and reflection will be that the years of isolation has left an indelible mark upon the Japanese society.  There is little to no immigration even today in or out of Japan.  The few Westerners that I did see were either business men/women in the major hotels or tourists at such places as the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park.  In walking the streets of Tokyo, I would see a wave of people scurrying to their destination; the wave was homogenous in nature.  And although as a blonde, pale woman, I conspicuously stood out from the darker-haired Japanese; I never saw a person turn their head to stare.  The formality and politeness of the society did not allow for this.

Other topics will evolve around small living quarters and the architecture of the “minka” traditional Japanese home.

The students will then be given the following information to read and use as a resource:  “Local Governments,” (http://web-jpn.org/links/government/local/major.html), and “Virtual Reality Tour, (http://web-jpn.org/atlas/vr/index.html). 
Some activities may include:  “Space and Behavior, a Classroom Simulation,” (www.globaled.org), and “Classified, Apartments for Rent,” (www.globaled.org).  Evaluation will include teacher observation and student checklist evaluation.

To understand the multiple influences of socioeconomic position and nationality as the bases for analysis of individual identity:  The understandings that I plan for the students to grasp from this standard is how the historical context of religion, tradition and government have evolved into the present Japanese culture.  The concepts will be “austerity, aesthetics, stoicism, self-discipline, hybridization, and frugality.”  Activities that will be incorporated into this unit will include:    a study and comparison of the Shinto and Buddhist religions and the ability of the Japanese to merge various religions into their lifestyles; a pictorial view of traditional arts and crafts, theatre, and dress; and the question “Which is superior in political and economic terms:  the predominant role of the group in Japan or the predominant role of the individual in the United States?”
The students will read the following additional articles:  “Culture And Religion In Japanese-American Relations,” (Essays on Uchimura Kanzo,edited by Ray A. Moore, (http://www.us-japan.org/resources/teachers.html#material, No. 5, 1981, x + 142 pp., ISBN 0-939512-10-6 (paper), $8.95) and  “Kimono,” (http://www.askasia.org/teachers/Instructional_Resources/Materials/Readings/Japan/R_japan_22.htm,  the Asia Society's Video Letter from Japan: Living Arts, 1988, p. 26).
Students will be graded as a group and as an individual in this topic.
To evaluate the mutual influence of technology and culture: The basis for this standard will be the understanding, “What’s Right with Japan,” (Time, August 11, 2003).  The concepts that will be covered are:  invention, minimalism, miniaturization, hip and cool, etiquette, meishi, and gift-giving.  Activities will involve the identification of Japan as a cultural superpower.  The students will be assigned the following groups to work in—food, clothing fashion, architecture, technology gadgets, pop art, music, and the theatre.  Their goal is to research an aspect of Japanese influence that has become a culture trend in their town.  
Other activities will lend themselves to a more traditional venue.  Japanese workplace etiquette will be discussed and demonstrated.  These will include bowing, business cards (meishi), seating protocol, dining and drinking, communications, corporate gift-giving, Japanese baths, and public toilets.  This information will be provided to the students in various formats including a slide show, demonstration, and perhaps a field trip to a local Japanese traditional restaurant.
My discussions will be based upon my personal experiences in Japan.  The three types of bows and meishi were demonstrated to me by students at the Hiroshima Commercial High School.  The protocol of proper seating and drinking was stressed and reinforced throughout my stay.  I believe the students will be as surprised as me when I relate to them that very few Japanese speak fluent English.  I suspect that many Japanese are much better at the English language than they lead us to believe.  My feeling is that since the Japanese often are perfectionists, it is bothersome to them to not speak as well as they would like.  In addition, I will inform the students that the Japanese are understanding of the Americans’ lack of ability to speak Japanese, and they appear quite pleased when we attempt the language even if it is clumsily pronounced.
Additional readings are, “Japan’s Gross National Cool,” A Resource of Journey Through Japan, (www.japansociety.org.) and “How the Customer is Entertained,” (http://www.askasia.org/teachers/Instructional_Resources/Materials/Readings/Japan/R_japan_14.htm , the Asahi Evening News, October 27, 1987).
Students will be graded as a group and as an individual in this unit.
Describe the basic economic concepts in the production and marketing of Japanese goods and services:  The short time frame for the guest speaker series of topics does not lend itself to an in-depth analysis of the economics of the country.  An independent reading assignment on the current condition of economics in Japan may be a practical solution.  A discussion of deflation, trade agreements, and the monetary policy will introduce this unit.  An understanding of the economic steps that Japan is instituting to move its economy into profitability and knowledge of the top Japanese businesses and their strategies to expand and increase their corporate base are the big ideas that the students should know from this unit.  Concepts will include:  reform, capitalism, profitability, needs, supply and demand, innovation, promotion, and public relations.
For activities, the students will be given information on five corporations that I had visited during my fellowship:  Omron Corporation, Toyota, Seven-Eleven, Shimadzu Corporation, and the Mori Building.  They will be given instructions to research these companies from the history of their founding through to their present-day business situation.  They will be provided several questions to answer regarding their research.  During this topic, I will also invite either a local businessman from a Japanese based corporation to talk to the class or a tour of a local business with a Japanese base.
Students may research other Japanese companies for additional credit.

This will be the culminating project for this unit.  Students will submit a written report and present their findings to the class.  A rubric will be utilized for evaluation purposes.
I believe that the students will benefit from this focused study of Japan.  It is gratifying to me that I will have the opportunity to share the knowledge that I have gained through the Kezai Koho Fellowship.  In addition, the students that I will be working with have volunteered to take this Honors elective course so I anticipate that the preceding discussions will be stimulating both for them and for me.  
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