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Schools in Japan, Schools in the state of Mississippi in the United States

Traveling to Japan as part of the KKC Fellowship program was a fascinating experience and I could discuss several things which were beneficial to me as a teacher of World History and Advanced World Geography. However, the most interesting hours of the trip were those spent in the schools of Tokyo and Hiroshima. As a high school teacher, the schools I visited had students of the same age and level as those I work with on a daily basis. The experience was even more meaningful since I am familiar with the mindset and psychology of this age group. 


On several occasions, the American fellows had difficulty answering questions on schools in the United States because every state sets up its own education system. Even when American teachers meet within our own country we spend a lot of time discussing the differences in our school systems: courses offered or required, methods of teaching, and technology available at our schools. Often the differences are noticeable from district to district within a state. As a result, each fellow often had a different answer to any given question. As a result, I took the liberty of titling this essay more specifically than requested, comparing schools in Japan to schools in the state of Mississippi in the United States.

One of the first things I noticed about the Japanese schools was the lack of technology or learning tools in the classrooms beyond school desks and black boards. Because both the teachers and the students move from classroom to classroom, it would be difficult for teachers to decorate classrooms with learning materials that enhance learning such as posters and artwork related to the topics being studied. I saw one Japanese History teacher use posters that he carried with him into the classroom, but to do this on a regular basis and find storage for these materials when not in use could be difficult as the teachers’ workroom in Japan had very limited space.   

Classrooms in most American schools are used by one teacher. I have been using the same classroom for six years. My students move from class to class, however, I stay in the same room all day. Because no other teacher uses my room, I am free to place items around the room and hang things on the walls that enhance the learning environment. Each unit I cover in the courses I teach is supported by posters that tell about or illustrate various people or events related to that unit. The window in my classroom has a curtain made of fabric with a patriotic print that matches that on the bulletin boards. Students are always interested in the foreign items I place on the classroom bookshelves that I have brought home from my travels. Because most of the items I place in my room have historical or cultural value, the students’ questions about the items offer additional learning opportunities for them.

Technological availability is also different in the United States than in Japan. The school in which I teach has a television, computer and overhead projector in each classroom. Some classrooms also have VCRs, and those that do not have them in the classroom have access to them at any time through the Media Center/Library. 
Americans are under the mistaken belief that all Japanese classrooms are extremely technological and that all students spend a tremendous amount of time using computers so I was very surprised to find that was not the case when visiting the Japanese schools. Tokyo High School had a brand new computer center that had not yet been used by the students, but other than that, I did not see a single piece of technology in any other room at any of the three schools we visited. I was rather fascinated by this because everything I have heard about education in Japan revolved around the use of technology. To find that it did not exist in the schools was quite a surprise. Even more so because the general American public believes that in order for students to be successful in school, they must not only be well versed in how to use technology, they must also have access to computers on a regular basis. This puts a strain on the school budget because technology is expensive. The amount of money spent to provide technology to the schools could be better spent on more teachers. 
The size of the classes in Japan was noticeably different from the size of classes in the United States. Most of the classes I observed in Japan had about forty to forty-five students. The law in Mississippi states that teachers may not have more than 31 students in one class at the high school level. That number is less for lower grade levels. Many districts try to keep the student-teacher ratio even lower. The largest class I have this year is twenty-nine students while my other classes have less than twenty-five students. The idea behind this is that students learn better in smaller classes and there are fewer discipline problems in smaller classes. A third advantage to smaller classes is that teachers have more time to identify and work with students who are struggling. I noticed while observing the various students in the Japanese classroom that many were not doing their work or were working on another subject. Because there were so many students, the teacher could not see what everyone was doing making it more difficult to keep them on task. Interestingly enough, Japan’s large classes have not had any effect on the students’ ability to learn material and perform well on tests.


A greatly debated issue in the United States that has been successfully dealt with in Japan is the wearing of school uniforms. While some American public schools have begun to wear uniforms, this is still mostly a private or parochial concept. The unwillingness of public schools to require students to wear uniforms derives from the American determination to maintain individuality. The most common argument against uniforms is that students cannot express their unique personalities and individuality if they have to dress like everyone else. Opponents claim it would cause less distraction in school if all students dressed in uniforms. 
Uniforms were worn in each of the schools that I visited in Japan. Students did not seem to have any difficulty expressing their individuality in the types of pencil bags they carried, the jackets they carried and the way they wore their hair. Teachers were able to teach without the distraction of checking for skirts or blouses that were too short or cleavage that was not covered, nor were students distracted by the sight of classmates wearing inappropriate clothing.  

Another key difference between Japan and American classrooms was in the teaching methods. The teaching method in the Japanese schools was almost exclusively the lecture method. With the exception of the English classes which took advantage of the opportunity to practice their English with us, almost every class we observed involved students taking notes and teachers lecturing. There was very little discussion over the issues being presented and students did not ask questions. Teachers did not try to draw students out by asking questions related to the material being taught.

A surprising characteristic of the Japanese classroom was the amount of talking that went on among the students while the teacher was teaching. This seemed particularly odd to me since the students were so well disciplined about almost everything else related to their school lives to the extent of attending koram schools in their spare time.  There were several occasions when I was so distracted by the chatter that I could not concentrate on what the teacher was presenting. While each teacher is different in what he or she will tolerate, most American classes maintain a respectful silence when the teacher is conducting a lesson. I would find it very difficult to teach in a setting where students could speak freely amongst themselves during my lecture.
American schools focus on trying to make students think for themselves so questioning the students and asking them what they think about the material being taught is very important. The American education promotes creating life-long learners by teaching students to think for themselves through reasoning out problems. These skills are known as critical thinking skills and the development of these skills is a major part of American students’ educations. 
It was surprising to discover that Japan is trying to reform its education system so that it is more like that of the American system, in fact it was somewhat funny. In the United States, American students are often compared to Japanese students and found lacking. The media regularly makes reference to the high scores Japanese students make on standardized tests and their interest in studying. So it is ironic that Japan has developed the “Zest For Living” program to promote “American style” teaching in Japan. It would seem that each country is an example of extremes in teaching styles and while each can learn from the other, both should be careful not to get rid of the successful parts of their teaching styles. American students could learn a great deal from the discipline of the Japanese students and Japanese students could learn to question things from their American counterparts.  

An area where the American system has been more successful than the Japanese system is in its vocational education. Most American states have some type of preparation program that introduces students to different types of careers and the skills needed to perform in the working world. These programs have developed a great deal in recent years with high school students going into hospitals, schools and the business world where they gain valuable experience in working with professionals of various types. Though the Japanese schools I visited did not have programs like this, it was apparent in the educational forum that met toward the end of our visit that Japan has great interest in moving toward introducing students to this type of education in the future. 

Although there were a great many differences in the education systems of Japan and the state of Mississippi, United States it was also apparent that both nations are working hard to make their education systems as effective as they possibly can. Both countries use input from society and the business world in trying to prepare students to function as responsible citizens and both look to other nations to help them move their systems forward. Hopefully their efforts will result in more effective education systems on both sides with students and the world as a whole the fortunate beneficiaries of such cooperation and support.   

