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(UPI Focus) 
Japanese rethink educational system 
By ANNE USHER 

TOKYO, Nov. 7 (UPI)- Japan's Education Ministry has latched onto the idea of fostering 
creativity in the country's youth as part of a series of reforms that the ministry intends to put in 
place by 2002 to meet the challenges of globalization. 

"We have to think about more creative students for a more creative society toward the 21st 
Century," said Masami Maki, deputy director ofthe National Institute for Educational 
Research. 

Japan's education system has traditionally emphasized molding students with uniform 
instruction. 

"Education in Japan is not intended to create people accomplished in the techniques of the arts 
and sciences, but rather to manufacture the persons required by the state," said Arinori Mori, 
Japan's first education minister, in 1885. 

Since then, the ministry has chosen Japan's textbooks, curriculum, and teaching methods. 
Students are asked to memorize loads of disparate facts but not to think for themselves. 

Few have dared to challenge a system that built the world's second largest economy, but the 
dominance of Silicon Valley in creating new technologies for the Information Age has 
prompted Japan's bureaucrats to begin take a look at how free thinking can be encouraged 
within the nations schools. 

At a school an hour away from Tokyo, kindergartners laugh wildly and chase each other 
around a jungle-gym and into a sandbox. They attend Jiyu Gakuen, or "Freedom School," 
once a week and are largely left alone by the small assembly of teachers and community 
volunteers who keep an eye on them from a distance. 

"We only interfere ifthere's a problem or a fight, and then offer a few words of advice," said 
one teacher. "Children should be free to take charge ofthings on their own." 

Children at the school, seen as a radical experiment by most Japanese educators, are 
encouraged to expand their creativity by splattering paint with two or three brushes 
simultaneously. 

"The purpose in the past was to bring up people to run the country not to develop their own 
character in order to catch up with the West," said Hani Gyo, the headmaster of Jiyu Gakuen. 
"Now, its time to liberalize." 

Parents and teachers have watched in dismay as students act increasingly violent and disobey 
orders in class. Long school hours and little interaction their parents has contributed to 
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growing student unruliness. 

The ministry is trying to harness and control the momentum for educational reform. 

In order to ensure Japanese can better compete, an advisory body to the ministry has 
recommended that students graduate with "the ability to come up with their own assignments, 
to learn how to learn, to think by themselves, to judge and act independently and to solve 
problems properly." The suggestions are basic in the American context, but there is little 
discussion in Japanese classrooms and students are rarely asked to give their opinions. 

Based on the councils recommendations, the ministry has announced that in 2002 schools will 
hold classes five days a week instead of six and introduce a new "comprehensive" class aimed 
at internationalization. The content of the class will be left up to each school and teachers will 
be given more freedom to use original teaching methods in it. 

Thus far, 95 percent of schools in a pilot program have chosen to use it to teach 
conversational English, which is already taught in junior high school and will be mandatory in 
elementary schools next year. 

Rote memorization is to be discouraged in all subjects, it said, but the council did not sanction 
open discussion outside the comprehensive class. 

Some are calling for the complete re-education of teachers in Japan. The teacher's union 
believes that training on a large scale will be necessary in order for teachers to come up with 
innovative ideas for teaching. 

Union Vice President Hiroshi Higutchi said, "We need to change their way of thinking so that 
students will start learning for themselves," Higutchi said. 

In a quiet classroom in Tokyo, 6-year-old Yuri quickly transfers marbles from one bowl to 
another using chopsticks. 

Her efforts are timed with a stopwatch and she's given a point total, a rehearsal for exams she 
will take this week to get into a private primary school. She has been practicing the art of 
playing "properly" at this and at another school for about six hours a week in the past year. 

Some ofYuri's playmates, who are matching colors and objects, have been in schools called 
"jukus," since they were 1 or 2 years-old. 

Entry into the schools, prohibitively expensive for most Japanese, would place her on the fast 
track to the top university linked to it and she would avoid the exams designed to weed out 
many of their public school counterparts. 

"I feel guilty sometimes," Y oko Kitaoka said. "But I want her to have the best chances 
possible." 
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