Japanese Schools and the 2006 Tsuruta Junior High Visit

Giggling Japanese teens, blushing girls and boys, desperately want to talk to you! Heads filled with recently learned English phrases, these five boys and fourteen girls arrive in Hood River on March 25th. They’ll wander Oak Street in tight-knit groups, shopping for omiyage, obligatory gifts for friends and family. Expect to hear such tidbits as, “I’m just looking, “ and, “This is delicious. What is it?” It’s the annual pilgrimage by Tsuruta Junior High students – the first and last time most of these kids will leave Japan.

In contrast to our fashion-obsessed youth, the visitors proudly don school uniforms: suits for the boys and navy sailor tops with matching skirts for the girls. According to the girls, uniforms are just fine because “it’s a pain to pick out clothes everyday.” School dress codes in Japan foster a sense of community and encourage conformity. Uniforms support the group work ethic so important in Japan’s society. No room for individuality through fashion here; personal statements draw criticism. A famous Japanese proverb threatens: “The nail that sticks out will get hammered down.” No wonder these kids travel in groups.

Our teen visitors study in classes that make no distinction for personal ability. Smart students help those who fall behind, and slow students learn to ask for help. Cooperation goes beyond the classroom. At the end of each school day, students, teachers and administrators pick up mops, brooms and rags and spend forty-five minutes cleaning the school. 

March ends these students’ school year. Hood River travel, just over a week, takes most of their vacation before the beginning of the 9th grade year. Upon return, endless hours of studying for high school entrance exams await. There will be very little free time or frolicking until graduation.

Exams determine the future of young Japanese students. Tests dominate their lives. Pre-World War II, high school and college entrance exams didn’t exist. Wealth, rather than knowledge of math, social studies, science and English secured entrance into elite schools. After World War II, Americans restructured the system, focusing on equal opportunity. Unlike our SATs, entrance exams are grueling affairs in multiple-choice format. This rite of passage, a day-long affair, makes or breaks chances of a good career and life-long, high-paying job. Kids live in terror of these exams. 

Although compulsory public education starts when children are six years old, it is guaranteed only through ninth grade. Wanting a jump-start on the competition, most parents enroll their kids in preschool. Subsidized by the government for working parents, daycare and preschool are provided on a sliding scale basis. Cost ranges from free to $250 a month. Stay-at-home parents can enroll their kids in private preschool for around $180 a month. The search for daycare or a nanny, bane of American mothers, doesn’t exist in Japan. Stress is on the children, not the parents.

School runs year-round except for short vacations – two weeks in March, three weeks at New Year’s, and four miserly weeks in summer. Even in grade school, students study hard, memorizing the two thousand kanji, Japanese characters, whose combinations form words required to read even a basic newspaper. School hours don’t end with the end-of-day bell. Almost all kids stay late for after-school clubs, precursors of the clubs that become their only social outlet in high school.

Real work begins in junior high. Japanese education is compulsory only through ninth grade, so fierce competition ensues for limited openings at elite public high schools. When barely in their teens, students choose a high school and study for its entrance test. Public high school tests occur on one set date, so students can take only one entrance exam. Failure relegates students to the expensive private school system – if they pass its entrance exams. Failure there is almost sure to lead to a life of menial labor such as pumping gas or pouring lattes. Desperate students, left behind by their peers, sometimes take a year off to study for an exam. Somehow, despite the rough road, ninety percent of Japanese students graduate from high school, compared with seventy percent of Americans.

High school students submit to a rigorous schedule that, until recently, included Saturday classes. From 8:30 until 3:30 they study Japanese, science, English, math, social studies, P.E, music, art and moral studies (education left to parents in the United States). According to the Japanese Ministry of Education website, moral studies classes exist “to ensure that children firmly acquire moral norms such as recognition of the importance of life and compassion for others, as well as the ability to judge right from wrong.” Educators’ responsibility for the moral welfare of students far exceeds American schools, controlling clothing, haircuts and after-school activities of students. For example, wayward teens caught smoking off-campus on a weekend will be punished, possibly suspended, at school on Monday.

Few electives break up the grind of studying. Instead, a bounty of after-school clubs provides release. Tsuruta High School hosts a breakdancing, baseball, Judo and English clubs, among dozens more. Participating in a club is not a minor undertaking. Many meet after school every day for two hours or more hours, forcing students to trudge home through the dark. 

High school seniors start juken jigoku, roughly “examination hell.” Rather than use a standardized entrance exam, universities prepare their own tests. Students can only apply to one or two colleges per year. Public schools, considered far superior to their private counterparts, inspire intense cramming. Although universities consider extracurricular activities, essays and letters of recommendation, test scores rule. Outstanding students escape the worst of exams through suisen. In this process, high schools recommend one or two of their brightest students to local universities, essentially a “get out of juken jigoku free” card. Suisen candidates still must survive an admissions process of interviews, essays and applications.

Sixty percent of Japanese students attend additional after-school lessons at juku. These private “cram schools” teach English grammar and 5000 government-sanctioned need-to-know English words. Late into the night, juku students submit to the will of their teacher. While American students lounge in front of the TV, homework long finished, juku students sit in a classroom memorizing English words. Pupils arrive home late, study later and get up early. The Tsuruta girls I talked to return home between ten and ten-thirty at night. Somehow, they enjoy juku. “It’s my chance to hang out with my friends,” says one Tsuruta student, her eyes drooping from sleepiness. “Besides, it’s fun and we have an interesting teacher,” she elaborated. Perhaps. Respite comes on weekends, sort of. Students can relax, but only after attending club activities and completing assignments. When I asked Tsuruta high school students what they do in their free time, the universal answer was, “I like to sleep.”

Why all this stress? Earning a spot at a top universities guarantees a high-paying job. Although only one percent of college students graduate from Japan’s most competitive school, Tokyo University, it supplies thirty-five percent of corporate CEOs. Alma mater is all that counts in Japan. This doesn’t mean that elite universities provide elite education. Though difficult to enter, Japanese universities are basically a four-year vacation. Little work is required and students finally have time for travel, socializing and dating. 

For Hood River’s uniformed visitors, cram school and examination hell lurk on the horizon in Tsuruta. On this short trip, however, these kids can be kids. Like teens anywhere, they want to shop during their vacation. They dream of practicing English, meeting new people and maybe even finding a boyfriend or girlfriend in America. This may be their only trip to America, and Hood River and Hood River residents may be their only contact with our culture. Hopefully we can make the experience fantastic for them. Giggle and be friendly with our guests. Make a friend for life!
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