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When I boarded the plane in the United States and headed for Japan, I had an idea in my head about what Japanese schools would be like.  I envisioned a very organized, structured, technologically advanced school system, which employed teachers who loved to teach and took their jobs very seriously, as well as students who loved to learn and took learning very seriously because of their interest in their futures.  This is exactly what I witnessed within the schools I had the pleasure of visiting in Japan.  There are some similarities between schools in Japan and schools in the United States; however, there are many differences as well.

One very important thing that I notice about the Japanese school system is the strong focus on academics.  The teachers and students seem to have their priorities in order and realize that academics are the main reason they are there.  Everyone is reaching farther and farther and striving more and more each day for a high level of academic achievement.  Years ago, back in the 1950s and 1960s, education in the United States public school systems was much like Japan’s today.  Although students played sports and participated in extra-curricular activities, the main goal was academic excellence.  During that time, the United States was leading the world in industry and technology.  Today, many students and some teachers do not have their priorities in order in the United States.  Many students are much more focused on athletics and other non-academic activities.  Schoolwork and homework are overlooked because of football or baseball practice.  It begins early because I teach fourth graders in an elementary school, and almost every day, I have at least one student tell me that he/she could not do homework last night because of ball practice, a ball game, gymnastics, etc.  Many of these athletes do not even try to achieve academic excellence in high school because if they are a great player of football or basketball, they will receive a free university education because of their athletic skills, and it will not matter what their grades were.  Today, Japan is leading the world in industry and technology, and the United States is behind due to this lack of academic focus.  In the United States, we could actually use the Japanese schools as our models for improving our academic achievement and getting back to what is important.

During my visit to Japan, I learned a lot about Zest for Life, the new education reform.  Luckily, I was able to see classes in action that were implementing the Zest for Life program.  These classes were at Toyama High School in Japan.  The teaching methods that I observed in these classrooms are very similar to the teaching methods used in the United States today.  These methods are more untraditional, and they focus on students’ ability to discover information, think for themselves, and form their own ideas.  I think that these teaching methods are great as long as they are combined with traditional teaching methods as well.  This seems to be happening at this point in Japan.  Although I observed untraditional teaching methods at Toyama High School within some classrooms, I also observed classrooms that use traditional teaching methods.  In the United States today, many teachers have abandoned traditional teaching methods.  I believe that abandoning these traditional methods is the downfall of successful education.  The untraditional methods used in many public schools in the United States today are the reason that the United States education system is being left behind.  Many of our students are not ready for colleges and universities when they graduate high school.  The Zest for Life program is a wonderful addition to Japanese education, but it should not replace the traditional way of teaching that produces students who are ready for higher education and keeps Japan at the top.  

While visiting Japanese schools, I observed a lot of team teaching.  This is an idea that the United States and Japan share.  In the United States, we feel that team teaching is very beneficial for the teachers and students.  Teachers are able to become experts in specific subject areas because they are able to concentrate on those areas more closely.  For example, I have a colleague that I team teach with, and she specializes in social studies/history/geography in the fourth grade, while I specialize in science.  She plans lessons and teaches my class and her class social studies, and I plan lessons so that I can teach her class and my class science.  We work together to find materials and help one another with implementation.  This is also great for the children because they are exposed to more than one teacher and more than one teaching style.  In Japan, I love the way that the teachers change classrooms, and the students stay in their rooms during team teaching.  This gives the students ownership of their classrooms, and the teachers are the visitors.  In the United States, when we team-teach or change classes, the students move, and the teachers remain in their classrooms.  This produces a lot more chaos in the hallways because students are much louder when they change classes than the teachers are.  Teachers changing classes is a wonderful idea, and I hope that the United States picks up on that in the future.  

The categories of schools are different in Japan than in the United States.  In Japan, there are public, national, and private schools.  Then there are colleges and universities.  In the United States, we have elementary schools, which are Kindergarten thru fifth grade, middle schools, which are sixth grade thru eighth grade, and we have high schools, which are ninth grade thru twelfth grade.  There are public and private elementary, middle, and high schools.  Public schools are supported with state and federal funds, while private schools are supported with tuition from parents and donations.  Higher educational institutions are similarly organized.  There are Community Colleges, which are two-year colleges that cost very little to attend, and they are supported with state and federal funds, as well as menial tuition paid by students.  State Universities are four-year, public universities that are supported with state and federal funding, as well as tuition.  Then, there are private colleges and universities.  These are usually much more costly for students.  Private colleges receive little or no monetary support from the state and federal governments.  Private colleges rely solely on alumni donations and student tuition for survival.  Since private universities have much larger student bodies than colleges, they receive some support from the state, but they must rely more on donations and tuition than the state universities do.  

In visiting several schools in Japan, as well as hearing several informational lectures on education in Japan, I found many similarities and differences between schools in Japan and schools in the United States.  I feel honored to have had the opportunity to visit Japan, and I bring home so much knowledge of Japan’s educational system.  I feel that the United States could learn so much from Japan because of their focus on academic excellence and students’ daily achievements.  I am already sharing this wealth of information with my colleagues and school district.  

