Understanding Nippon - expressed in a letter to my father

By Prema Deshmukh

September 28, 2004

Dearest Kaka and Amma,

How are you? It was nice talking to you the other day. Thank you so much for your interest in my Japan trip.  I am sorry it has taken so long to write to you about my experiences in Japan. It was the trip of my lifetime and I had a fantastic time. The trip was sponsored by Keizai Koho Center (Japan Institute for Social and Economic Affairs), National Association of Japan- America Societies, Washington D.C, The Social Education Association of Australia, The Association for the Teaching of the Social Sciences, UK and numerous Japanese companies.  We were 15 Fellows- 10 from USA, 2 from the UK, 2 from Australia and one from Canada. The American fellows were from California, Georgia, Indiana, Missisippi (2), North Carolina, New York, New Jersey, Rhode Island and Pennsylvania.  The purpose of the trip was for social studies educators to gain a first hand understanding of current conditions in Japan, through education, economy and culture, which would enhance their global perspectives in the classroom.

Japan is also called Nippon/Nihon, literally "the origin of the sun“.  Our coordinators were Mr. Ichiro Kawai, Ms. Akemi Handa and Ms. Chicako Yoshika.  They were highly organized, calm, punctual, loving, hospitable and not to mention good looking.  We had several discussion sessions on Japan’s economy, society, and education with our host organizers from Keizai Koho Center and several guest speakers from the educational institutes and travel bureaus in addition to journalists, economists and psychologists. In 2002 the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology introduced knowledge-oriented education to foster “A Zest for Life” which would allow students to learn, think, act, make decisions on their own and be happy in life. I found their education system very similar to that of India (subject oriented) and different from that of the United States of America (knowledge oriented). In the US students are trained from the very beginning for critical thinking, research, analysis so students can synthesize, evaluate, and reflect on their own learning.  Japanese educators have reduced the schoolwork load by 30 percent. The reduced workload is causing problems like more crimes among the young students, laziness and disrespect for elders.  The crime rate in Japan is almost zero percent, so even two or three crimes in the whole of Japan have become sensational news and a major concern for educators and elders. Most of the presentations were in Japanese language with interpreters.

We visited Hiroshima, Kyoto, and Nagoya by Bullet train. In Hiroshima we visited Atomic Bomb Dome, Peace Memorial Park and the Atomic Bomb Museum. It was very touching to see the Peace Memorial Park and the Museum and to recap the whole scene of how Hiroshima was destroyed by one atomic bomb. Mr. Tadatoshi Akiba, Mayor of Hiroshima made a courtesy visit to convey the peace message and to seek our help and support in the abolition of nuclear weapons for everlasting world peace. Next day we were divided into three groups to visit different schools.  I visited Suzugamine Elementary School. I was impressed by the goals of the Principal, which were ” Waku Waku, Iki-Iki, and Niko Niko (excitement, liveliness and smiles)”.  I had lunch with the students and teacher. I ate quail eggs in potato soup, bread, spinach and corn. It was my first time eating quail eggs. 

In Kyoto we visited the Golden Pavilion, Nijo Castle and Kiyomizu Temple. They were as beautiful as you see them in pictures.  We also visited Omron and Shimadzu manufacturing companies.  In Nagoya we visited the Toyota Motor Corporation.  It was very fascinating to see the assembly line make a car. It takes about 22 hours to build one Toyota car. We also visited Seven-Eleven Japan, three schools and several museums. I found Japan extremely clean and high tech. There were very few trashcans on the streets or on train stations but still there was no trash. People are very hard working, generous, polite, details oriented and punctual to the second. My itinerary was sort of hectic but well worth it.  
Each one of us stayed with the host family for one night and two days. My host was Akiko, a 28 years old girl, who lived with her father, mother and grandfather.  They were enthusiastic, kind, generous and in my view wealthy. Akiko’s mother prepared a delicious dinner, breakfast and lunch. I learned lots of Japanese dishes, which I will prepare for you when I come to India. They took me shopping to the grocery store, 100-yen store (dollar store) and a shopping mall.  We all dressed up in kimonos and took lots of pictures. They also prepared a tea ceremony and brought desserts from the best sweet shop in Tokyo. It was a lot of fun. I bought two beautiful kimonos, one for my office for our Japanese speakers and the other one for Myra.

Japanese people remove shoes at the entrance of the house as in India. They also remove their shoes and wear inside slippers/ shoes in schools and in many companies. They have both Japanese and western style toilets.  Most of the toilets in the modern buildings have three flushes - one flush as soon as you enter to clean, second one is the flush sound to disguise the sound of your functioning and third flush to clean the bowl. 

In Japan I was fearless and had all kinds of exotic food, raw and cooked fish,

octopus, mussels, baby clams, tofu and vegetables. I have almost become expert in using chopsticks. 

I am planning to organize a workshop on Japan for teachers in April and a day long celebration on Japan at the Museum for general public with ikebana, taiko drumming, sushi demonstration, music, origami, shiatsu massage and other activities to reflect ancient and modern Japanese culture.  I am planning these activities with the East Asian Studies Center of the University of Pennsylvania and the Japan America Society of Greater Philadelphia.    

In my view, if only we could come with the miracle mix of education and cultural values which can produce children like American children who are independent, confident, can think and decide for themselves and like Japanese children who are hard working, polite, detail oriented, respectful and traditional - we would be happy and victorious educators.

Wayo-setchu (wa means “Japanese” and yo means “western” and setchu means “compromise” ! Wayo-setchu!

Love and regards,

Yours lovingly,

Prema

Prema Deshmukh
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