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Global education

(Sponsored content)

The many facets of Japan’s push to reform teaching

Educators eager to go
international, but how
should families shop
for the right school?

In line with the globalization of Japanese
education promoted by the government,
Japanese universities are opening up to the
world by creating programs that do not
require Japanese language skills to earn
degrees. There are also many programs and
partnerships offered by universities to sup-
port student entrepreneurship.

Japanese elementary and secondary
education, which excels in teaching essen-
tial academic skills, as well as developing

social and cooperative skills, is also working

to foster independence and individuality,

while seeing an enhanced presence of inter-

national and prestigious boarding schools
inrecent years.

In an interview with The Japan Times,
Shibuya Junior and Senior High School
Principal Itsuko Takagiwa and the Sapix
Yozemi Group's Global Education Divi-
sion Director Shino Takamiya shared their
thoughts on how Japanese education is
changing and what options there are for
children from both Japanese and non-Japa-
nese families in choosing schools.

What are the major differences between
¢ sion for you. You have to make your own

i choice. So, if we say that no mistakes are

¢ allowed in making your own choices, it is

i notreal freedom. I think American schools
i encourage mistakes because fearing mis-

: takes stifles the freedom students need

¢ to foster their individuality. On the other
there is as little economic impact on house-

education in Japan and elsewhere?
Takagiwa: In recent years, the govern-
ment has made early childhood education
free. Japanese education is characterized by
a system of guaranteeing uniform educa-
tion in preschools, elementary schools and
junior high schools across the country so

holds as possible. A strong focus on social
development is another notable factor.

For example, preschool education starts
with teaching proper ways of greeting, how
to take care of themselves, such as taking
off their shoes, folding clothes after chang-
inginto play clothes, and organizing things.
In most elementary schools, students eat
the same lunches that schools provide and
clean up classrooms and other school facili-
ties. At some elementary schools, older stu-
dents lead groups of younger pupils on the
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hand, in Japan, there is this strong pressure

to identify causes of mistakes and reflect
: onthem.

. Have you noticed any recent changes or
: improvements in Japanese education?

: Takagiwa: There has been a move to

¢ introduce a new concept of learning to

i conventional education, which hasrelied

i almost entirely on the demerit system. The
: reason why this system has been dominant
i is because teachers have always known all

i the answers to the questions and the goals

¢ countries can learn from. But if we look

i atuniversity rankings, Japanese universi-

i ties are struggling to break into the top

i ranks. Despite recent efforts to reform the

i entrance exam system and take more mul-
¢ tifaceted and holistic approaches to evalu-

i ating students’ abilities, it seems we need

{ more drastic measures to get in line with

i the rest of the developed world.

. How does the Japanese university edu-

i cation fare in terms of cost?

i Takamiya: One of the reasons why Japa-

i nese universities are not ranking higher

¢ than they are is because the criteria for uni-
© versity rankings do not include tuition.

In the rest of the advanced countries, as

well as some of the emerging ones, educa-
i tion s costly and the price you pay often
i correlates with what you get. On the other

. ‘Education

¢ much of a choice because my father was

i trotting the globe on diplomatic missions

i and I went to any school that accepted me
i wherever we were, only to stay there for

i afew years.Iwent to a public school in

i advanced countries and to an American

i school and other international schools in

i developing countries. This was back then.

i We now have so many options when it

¢ comes to educating our children. At Triple
i Alpha, a company I manage that supports

¢ students wishing to study at boarding

i schools abroad, we advise families to con-
i sider what is best for their child. Finding

¢ the “Best Fit” school for our students is one
i of our core values.

“Best fit” doesn't just apply to the level of

academic performance. It is about what is
i best for each child to realize what he or she

wants to do, and it
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i connected than that of six years of elemen-
¢ tary school and three years of junior high

i school. Therefore, it makes sense to think

i and decide how you want to spend the six

i years of junior high and high school before

| i graduating from elementary school.

When choosing a school in Japan, you

¢ tend to focus mostly on their academic

¢ leveland choose the best one that your

i score allows. However, whether you are

i good at learning from textbooks or not,

¢ which has to do with recognition, is only

¢ asmall part of human ability. Many par-

i entsare aware of that, and they carea

{ great deal about what kind of schools can
i maximize their children’s noncognitive

: abilities, such as self-affirmation, creativity,
i resilience, concentration, leadership and

: self-discipline.

Being a safe and economically and politi-

i cally stable country, we have many inter-

¢ national schools and are attracting more,

i adding more options for both domestic and
i international students to choose from. One
i of the ways to decide which school out of

¢ public, private and international schools is

: suitable for your child would be to foresee

¢ how many years your child might spend in
¢ Japan not only while you are here, but also

. Whatis the importance of studying

. abroad or having international experi-

i ences during elementary, junior and

i senior high school?

¢ Takagiwa: For along time, taking entrance
i exams for Japanese universities has been a

: rite of passage for many students. However,
i now that these exams are changing, the

: rites of passage can be more diverse. One of
¢ them could be going out to the world and

i getting to know what is normal at home is

¢ notnormal in other parts of the world.

Everything that happens around you

© may be within your expectations in your

i daily life and everything may just flow

i without you making your own choices, but
i once you are in a different culture and envi-
i ronment, you need to ask and confirm how
i to do even the smallest of things and you

i need to do that in a foreign language. This is
¢ animportant process for gaining indepen-

i dence, which gives you confidence to make
i your own decisions.

However, there is something that is very

¢ important you need to learn before set-

i ting out for your adventure — to respect

i other cultures, especially things related to

: religion and gender. It is something that the
¢ Japanese education has not been so good

way to and from school. i forlearning. Anything that contradicts the  : hand, education in Japan is affordable and requiresagreatdeal : furtherinto the future. i at Another thing that will help you when
Takamiya: Some parts of Japanese cul- existing answers or falls short of the goals @ highly cost-effective generally across the fin Japan is of communication i yougo abroad is to learn not only how to
ture have seen renewed appreciation in ¢ has been subject to demerits. i board from elementary to higher educa- affordable between the parents : Whatare the major improvementsnec- : say a certain thing in English, but also how
modern times. In the field of sports, we : Inrecent years, the Ministry of Educa- i tion, whether public or private, compared . andchildtofindthat : essarytomake the Japaneseeducation : tomake yourselfunderstood.In our school,
see many news reports about how tidy © tion, Culture, Sports, Science and Technol- | with other countries. and hlghly. out. : moreopenand foster youthswhocan | we ask English teachers to focus on the
Japanese national teams keep their locker ~: ogy hasincorporated :  Providing something of a high quality at ! cost-effective We see many . pursueinternational careers? : basic rules of communication in English,
rooms and fans cleaning up the stands. i ‘Ithink inquiry-based learn- : alow cost should be considered a strong genel‘ally opportunities forour : Takagiwa: Developingarich curriculum ~ § such as coming right to the point instead
Many tourists speak about how impressed | American ingin the national i advantage, but it seems otherwise in the . across the studentsinJapanto @ forJapanese asa second language, or JSL, for : of starting from peripherals as is common
they are with Japanese ways of doing schools curriculum guide- : rankings. board from take partininterna- : elementary and junior high schooleduca- | when communicating in Japanese.

things. I think that these results are a testa- linesthatall schools : Takagiwa: Thereis a history behind why tional education.In ¢ tionisamust. ¢ Takamiya: [ had about 20 classmates, all
ment to our Japanese education system en_courage providing elemen- ¢ the education in Japan is cheap. After elen,lentary addition toexisting :  Itisanational policy to increase the i of them with different nationalities, in an
that Ms. Takagiwa just explained. mistakes tary and second- : 'World WarII, education was positioned at to hlghel‘ public and private i number of degree programs thatare con- i American school I went to in Khartoum.

On the other hand, in the United States, because ary education are . the core in rebuilding the nation. The Japa- education, schools in Japan, as i ducted only in English, but many of the i Everyone knew how to show pride in their
where I spent much of my childhood, edu- fearing expected to follow. i nese government established a national : whether well as well-estab- i existing English-taught programs at various i own country and culture as a form of inter-
cation is a business just like medical ser- . mistakes For this type oflearn- : university in all 47 prefectures, each one public or lishedinternational ~ | universities in Japan are targetingonly for- @ cultural communication. I would learn about
vices. That is why we see many educators — : stifles the ing, thereareno com- | offering at least the department of edu- : rivate schools,suchasthe : eignstudentswhowanttostudyinjapan. : Sudanese culture from my Sudanese friend,
having master’s or even doctorate degrees mon, fixedgoalsfor  : cation and the department of medicine, § p ! British School in i They should be more open to domestic ¢ Indian culture from an Indian friend, and so
in the primary and secondary education freedom everyone. A teacher’'s | investing tax money to provide the same co_mpared Tokyo, an affiliate of ~ : students, too. © on,and they all seemed to discern their own
sector. They are adept in presenting them- students need jobistothinkwhat i education nationwide. This policy also with other ShibuyaJuniorand :  Another change that we observeisthat : culture with deference. ], on the other hand,
selves and expressing their individual- i tofostertheir wouldbeanappro- : limited the freedom of private schools. To  : countries.’ Senior High School | many of the top universities, includingthe  } had been told not to speak too much about
ity. Naturally, they can help students do individuality.’ priate goal for each ensure everyone the benefit of the same : that was founded i University of Tokyo, are encouraging and i myself because according to my mother, it is
the same — bring out their individuality. : studentand try to i education, the government created a : in 1989, we have i supporting students’ entrepreneurship i avirtue as a Japanese person to not express
Teachers not only accept students mis- ' evaluate the growth  : national standard, which has been updated : seen UK. public schools and international i with an aim to creating not only new busi- : oneself openly. This backfired one day when

takes, but also tell students repeatedly that
“mistakes are good” because that is how
students will work their way to become
who they want to be. Accordingly, their
education is characterized by ample free-
dom and flexibility.

This is essentially different from the
conventional Japanese education based
on a demerit system where students are
expected to achieve certain goals and
making mistakes will only hinder their
achievements.

Takagiwa: Freedom is actually very
demanding. No one is going to make a deci-

i of each student based on the student’s
i achievements, not based on the teacher’s
i own standards.

The fact that teachers are struggling to

i make this change is a sign that Japanese

i education is at a major turning point.

¢ Takamiya: Having spent most of my

i childhood years abroad and having been

i educated in various countries due to my

i father's career as a diplomat, I find Japa-

i nese education, especially the secondary
level, more meticulous than in most other
i countries — something we can take pride
i in. There are many aspects that other

and used to date, and expected all schools,
¢ including private ones, to follow it at least
{ tosome extent, providing financial assis-

© tanceinreturn.

Still, private schools are more costly but

have more flexibility than public schools. I
¢ think that the national curriculum guide-

¢ lineis actually well-designed and not too

¢ far from the International Baccalaureate

¢ Primary and Middle Years and Diploma

{ Programmes, in principle, and if schools

i are willing to make some changes to their
¢ existing curriculum, they can provide

¢ education that is aligned with those inter-
: national baccalaureate programs, giving

i schools being launched, such as the Harrow
i International School in Appi Kogen, Iwate

¢ Prefecture, and more schools scheduled to
i open this year, such as Malvern College in

i Kodaira, Tokyo, and Rugby School in Kashi-
i wanoha, Chiba Prefecture.

: Takagiwa: Studying for the entrance

¢ exams for private junior high schools in

¢ Japan is also a process of finding the best

¢ fit. The best time to learn the basics of all

i subjects, forming a habit of studying every

i day, and gaining the basic skills of learning,
¢ such asreading, is said to be during the six

i years of elementary school and the first

i two years of junior high. Choosing to go to

nesses, but also new ways of working. If this
¢ is the national policy, junior high and high
i schools must also shift in that direction.

In addition, these improvements should

i beimplemented in schools across the

i nation, not just in big cities, and further

i efforts by the national and municipal gov-
: ernments are necessary to increase options
i for schools in rural areas to offer equal

i opportunities.

i Takamiya: It is also absolutely necessary

: toimprove the English proficiency of stu-

i dents in Japan. From the perspective of

i students and families, the time constraints
i mean itis essential to act quickly or rely

my teacher said to my parents, ‘I have no

i idea what Shinois thinking in class; she does
i not speak up —why is this?” This was a

i wake-up call, not just for me but for my par-
i entsas well. This was the beginning of my

i cherishing of many bittersweet yet interest-
i ing invaluable experiences from interacting
: with people from various cultures.

Studying abroad is merely one of the

i options for exploring parts of the world you
i have not seen before. Going out in society is

i justasimportant to learn about the world

i outside of classrooms. A simple example s,

i many children in the United States start to

i learn at an early age that by having part-time

% % § T 10 | W i students broader opportunities. i aprivate junior high school and studying i on private-sector expertise if we need to i jobs such as babysitting or tutoring, they are
( C ONG RE g - 2 i for the entrance exam means that youare : make arapid change. It would be nice to i already contributing to society. This surely
Upper : Ss *The'ﬁ{" e fagy ! , : How should we choose schools at the i doing exactly what youneedtodoatthe i seemore schoolsin Japan flourishing, such  { isanatural and an ideal way to enter society
ouse: r”T‘“OSend‘us ESIDEN Ve | J ) ‘ : : . . : . . . . : . . . .
€ Senapol o 5 it T {The gy RENE ! .- elementary and secondary levels? ¢ most effective time. ¢ as Shibuya Junior and Senior High School, i while broadening their perspectives.
& ! . i e — . . : ol , : . s

Woier s 3“? e Fﬂsjsd B “Coor 2¢5 [aug COURT f F . What are the choices for childrenfrom | Inaddition, students’ developmental i thatare committed to providing world- Do
Tln\HuS& r’P?J;‘}ngf b 31_ 90655 Roviws s ;i i \Eﬂh e : T i abroad? i process of three years of junior high school : class education with a high-level English- i This page is sponsored by Sapix Yozemi

Rﬁ ouse of ‘won | ¥ 145 VeTo power  |/Can shrke duglg 4145 Dt el i Takamiya: In my case, I did not have ¢ and three years of high school are more i language curriculum. i Group.

eFreS€n+q,+i\/eS { ImP|€MCn+S ﬂle law that V\loia}e the W — :
/Wri+65 H]@ |aws H)roujh the wtedeml ‘%ons%&ion “ i 3

i e appantedfy |11 2 o . .
bureaucracy e»ef(iﬁiﬁ i |0 “\ Itsuko Takaglwa Shino Takamlya

CnﬂaréSS

Graduated from the Department of Math-
ematics, Faculty of Science and Technology,
at Keio University in 1989. Having started as

a mathematics teacher, she has dedicated
her career to education. She became the vice
principal of Shibuya Junior and Senior High
School in Tokyo in 1996 and was appointed
vice principal of Waseda Shibuya Senior High
School in Singapore in 2008. She has been the
principal of Shibuya Junior and Senior High
School since 2022.

Attended high school and university in New
York after having spent her childhood in Islam-
abad, Hong Kong, Jakarta, Washington D.C, Yoko-
hama, Khartoum and Canberra. She currently
serves in key positions at several private educa-
tion institutions as director of Global Education
Division at Sapix Yozemi Group, executive direc-
tor at Best Teacher Co. Itd, and CEO of Triple
Alpha LLC, while raising three children with

her husband, Toshiro Takamiya, CEO of Sapix
Yozemi Group.

The Y-Sapix Global Campus provides a program on academic English for elementary to high
school students who plan to study abroad. SAPIX YOZEMI GROUP



