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Reflections on a visit to a Japanese Elementary School

Stefan Kucharczyk
In a recent article from a newspaper in England, Japan was given yet another honour as a world
leader. This time it was not for a new advance in technology, nor an achievement of engineering, nor

even a strange and wonderful new trend in fashion. The newspaper celebrated that lunchtime meals in



Japanese elementary schools were some of the best in the world (The Guardian, 1 March 2019'). As
a man that fully appreciates eating every meal, I recognise this as a superb achievement for Japan. The
author, too, commended the country’s school lunch programme for providing children with healthy
meals that were both nutritious and varied. These two characteristics — nutritional value and variety —
could be said to be excellent measures of a successful education too: feeding the mind in the same way
we feed the body.

As a teacher in primary schools in England, and as a writer and educational consultant, [ have a
powerful interest in the values, principles and systems that shape how we educate children, to give
them the best start in life. It is important to me to consider how we as teachers prepare the children to
live in a changing and competitive world, and how we value them as people as well as pupils. As 1,
too, am the citizen of an island nation, it can be easy to forget that these are questions with a global
relevance: teachers across the world are seeking to understand the best way to organise our schools
and our systems of education. It is important to remember to lift our heads up from time to time and
look beyond the borders of our own countries to see how other educators are approaching common
challenges. Finding solutions to global questions requires a global outlook. With that in mind, visiting
schools in other countries and seeing their children and teachers at work is part of my learning process.

In December 2018, I was invited to visit Edogawa Elementary School in Tokyo and I had the
chance to meet with the school’s Principal, Hayafuji Kiyotaka, and other teachers, to observe a
snapshot of life in a Japanese school. I am very grateful to Principal Hayafuji Kiyotaka for his time
and for his kind and warm welcome. I would also like to thank Professor Shinichi Suzuki from Waseda
University and Professor Michiko Daigo from Aoyama Gakuin University for making the visit
possible.

This was my first visit to a Japanese school, and I was not sure what to expect. From what [
knew about the reputation of Japan’s education system for high-intensity, stress and competition, [ was
interested to see whether and how that would show itself. Equally, I was prepared to be surprised. So,

how would I describe the experience of visiting a Japanese school to my colleagues in the UK?

! McCurry, J. (2019) ‘Baked cod, miso and bok choy: unpacking Japan’s healthy school

lunches’ The Guardian, Friday 1 March 2019



Going into a Japanese school is a very quiet experience. For a teacher like me, who is used to
working in urban schools in England, primary school campuses can be an assault on the senses. Of
course, it is usually purposeful noise, but English primary schools are rarely quiet between the hours
of 9am and 4pm. Perhaps one reason that Edogawa Elementary school seemed so quiet as I am guided
around by the Principal is that [ have left my outdoor shoes at the door and am gliding around in a pair
of slippers. I remember feeling very glad that [ had remembered to put on a pair of clean and matching
socks that morning.

Sensitivity to a calm learning environment is a growing consideration in the UK too, where
increasing numbers of children swap outdoor footwear for soft-soled shoes. This is for comfort,
hygiene and a sensible way to prevent the carpet from wearing out too quickly. But on my first visit
to a Japanese school, so quiet were the corridors that you could be forgiven for thinking that the
building was empty. The voices of neither the children nor the teachers could be heard.

Describing this visit to a UK colleague, I could also highlight the positive sense of the
relationships between children and teachers. It might not surprise a Japanese reader, but it is well
understood in the UK that respect is an important part of society in Japan. At the train station, in a
ramen shop, meeting Japanese people, any visitor to Japan will have participated in lots of respectful
bowing. While this might give an outsider the impression that this formality is cold and austere, the
warm and positive relationships between learners and teachers was evident throughout the school.
Even where a child in a music lesson I observed was enjoying himself a little too much, the teacher
refocused his attention with kind and positive words.

From the outside at least, to be a teacher in Japan appears to remain a respected profession and
the important role that all educators play is recognised. It was very touching to see the children
approach Principal Hayafuji and talk warmly with him, unrestricted by the barrier of formality. It gave
the impression that the pastoral side of a teacher’s role is as much valued here as it is in the UK and it
showed that positive relationships have a central role to play in the life of this school.

In the classrooms, a teacher from the UK would find much of the work that the children do is
very familiar. From the lessons being taught in the classroom and from the bright wall displays, core
subjects such as maths, language and science had routines familiar to the UK. Although Japanese
education has a reputation for reliance on traditional, didactic methods and a heavy diet of rote learning
and memorisation, that was not so evident here. It was just a brief glimpse, of course, but the intense,

gruelling regime [ was expecting was hard to locate. More on that later.



As a teacher who specialises in writing, it was pleasing to observe the children applying their
writing skills to create newspapers and posters about their favourite cars and soccer players. I know
lots of girls and boys in English schools who would enjoy reading those! An English lesson taught by
the specialist language teacher emphasised the value of talk and conversation, and his lesson was
clearly a favourite with the children.

It was interesting, and surprising, to see that technology is not always an embedded feature of
daily classroom life in Japan. Growing up in the 1990s, my childhood was full of Japanese technology
— my Casio calculator-watch was a prized possession. So, I admit, I had expected to see Japanese
children’s love of technology, gadgets and computers transferred into school lessons. While some
teaching did make use of interactive white boards, as would be the default for teachers in England, it
was refreshing to see teachers using visual aides in a maths lesson. I wondered if this was a conscious
decision on behalf of the school to use technology only when appropriate, whether traditional teaching
methods are still favoured, or whether it is simply down to finances. Either way, it did not seem to be
affecting the children’s enjoyment.

And then, as I returned my slippers back to the rack, my morning at Edogawa Elementary School
was over and I was left to consider my impressions of the first stages of Japanese education that I had
glimpsed in the classrooms and corridors. As I returned to work in England, how did this experience
make me see primary education at home in a new light?

The quiet corridors, the clean classrooms (tidied by the children themselves, I was delighted to
discover) and the acclaimed school Iunches, all suggested that the environment for learning seems to
be as an important a feature of Japanese education as the content that is learned.

This interested me for two reasons. Firstly, the low volume was no indicator of any lack in
children’s participation or enjoyment in the classroom. Teachers and pupils were both seemingly
engaged in their work. The smiles and happy chatter of the children in one art lesson I observed
suggested that this was a comfortable environment to work in. Often in England, as may be true in
other countries, noisy participation is seen as valuable evidence that work is happening. In fact, it is
not uncommon to hear teachers say that they prefer a noisy classroom as it shows the children have
spirit and energy. There is some truth to this. However, in my experience of working with migrant
children who have previously attended school outside of the UK, many of them comment that their
new classrooms in England are too noisy to work in. One child from Egypt once told me that at her

new school in England, her teacher was too loud. The lively, sensory classroom, seen as a positive



aspect of English education, was making it hard for her to concentrate. Her classroom in Egypt, she
said, was much calmer.

The second reason this interested me is linked to the first. The quiet in the corridors of Edogawa
Elementary School did not give the sense that this was a pressure-cooker system, demanding on pupil
and teacher. By comparison, although schooling in England has its own, lesser reputation for stress
and pressure in the early stages of education, time in a classroom there can feel noticeably more intense.

In July 2014, I left full-time teaching and I now spend less time in the classroom. Immediately
after this change, I noticed my days were suddenly much quieter, my voice rarely strained or sore.
When I do step back into school in England, it takes several hours for my ears to recover afterwards.
While much of this noise is purposeful — discussion, drama, role play and, generally, exciting things
happening — it can also suggest something else less positive and that is that teaching in English primary
schools happens at a frantic pace, driven by the need to produce regular and systematic progress. What
I had expected of Japan, I realised was now far more noticeable in my own country.

As I walk the corridors in some English schools, I hear the noise not of personal industry, but
of industrial learning. Children work in sustained, accelerated bursts, often completing several tasks
in the same lesson. Children are taken out regularly from lessons to partake in booster classes or
intervention sessions with a teaching assistant. As a pre-service teacher, I was trained to regularly
intervene in lessons: reviewing learning targets, and reminding children of key points, all with an eye
on driving the children on towards assessment targets. I began to see that this accelerated pace — often
seen as the marker of good practice — raises the temperature of classrooms, the stress levels of both
the teacher and child, and, with it, the volume.

This might sound like I am painting a naive, rosy picture of life in Japanese schools when it is
well documented that demands on pupils and teachers are high. Japanese school children work some
of the longest hours in the developed world. Stress amongst pupils is high and preparation for the all-
important university entrance exam begins at a young age. Bullying, loneliness and low confidence
are all problems.

For teachers, although they have traditionally enjoyed prestige and career stability, they also
work long hours and with high workloads alongside low government spending, not to mention pressure
from expectant parents. But from the outside at least, this elementary school n Tokyo has gone to some
lengths to create a calm environment to work and learn in. [ wonder how much of this is to shield the

children as much as possible from these pressures.



But perhaps a Japanese teacher visiting the UK might see aspects of our education system that
they are impressed with. The passion of teachers, for example, the attention given to pupil welfare and
wellbeing, respect for diverse backgrounds, the celebration of sports and pupil achievement — that and,
of course, the enthusiasm and imagination of the children we teach. They may also see the challenges
that both our countries share: the need to help the children see themselves as global citizens, the
importance of promoting tolerance of difference, how we make education and society more inclusive,
and how best to ensure teacher wellbeing.

As two island nations, there is a lot we could learn from each other to make a difference to how
we prepare our children for the future. I look forward to learning more on my next visit to Japan and,
on that occasion, I look forward to trying the world’s best school dinner.

Biography
Stefan Kucharczyk is the founder of ARTiculate Education UK. He is a primary school teacher,
consultant and writer. He specialises in children’s creative writing and has worked with teachers and

children in the UK and around the world. For all enquiries, please visit www.articulateeducation.co.uk

or contact him via email at articulateeducation@gmail.com.
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Education in Wales

David A. Turner*

Because the education systems of England and Wales have been governed and managed under
the same laws for a long time, there is a tendency to speak of the education system of England-and-
Wales, as though there were no difference between England and Wales. While it is acknowledged that
the systems of Scotland and Northern Ireland are substantially different, it is the similarity between
England and Wales that tends to be emphasised. This is a mistake, but it is not a mistake that is limited
to those with only a slight knowledge of Great Britain. The 1888 edition of the Encyclopedia
Britannica included the entry for Wales: ‘For Wales, see England’. This entry is famous, and frequently
cited, in Wales that is, but never in England, to illustrate the fact that the distinctiveness of Welsh

* Professor Emeritus, South Wales University, Visiting Professor, Beijing Normal University
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history and culture has largely been ignored by the English, and they should know better. However, those
brief periods of history when the English have ignored the Welsh have been less significant than the
periods when the culture and language of Wales has been

under direct threat.

In this paper I will argue that the Welsh education system is different from that of England
because of the distinctive influence of Welsh culture and language. That distinctiveness will be
approached through five major influences; the original Celtic culture of the British Isles that was
overtaken by the Roman invasion, the resistance to the English and the English language after the
Norman conquest in the 11" century, the revival of the Welsh language in the 19" century, religious

non-conformism, and the industrial heritage of coal mining in the 20" century.

Celtic Culture

When the Romans invaded the British Isles, led by Julius Caesar, the Celtic people who were
the ancestors of the Welsh, Irish and Scots inhabited the whole of the islands. These were the people
who had built Stonehenge and who fought the Romans, sometimes, like the Iceni under Queen Boudica,
successfully. The uprising led by Boudica in 60 or 61 AD, just over a century after Caesar’s arrival,
resulted in the sacking and burning of Colchester and London, indicating that the Celts were, at that
time, influential across what is now England. However, the indigenous people were progressively
pushed north and west, with the Romans eventually building a wall, Hadrian’s Wall, to keep the Scots
out of Roman territory.

Although no corresponding structure was built to keep the Welsh at bay. However, there are
indications that the Welsh were effectively contained militarily. The Roman word for an armed camp,
castra, persists in Anglicised form in the names of towns that end in the suffix -chester, or -cester. The
preponderance of such names on the Welsh/English border (Chester, Cirencester, Gloucester,
Worcester, suggest that the Romans deployed forces to keep the Welsh under control.

The Celts had an oral tradition, and little remains of their culture in writing. Caesar himself
deemed them to be knowledgeable and well organised, although he would appear to have reason for
over-estimating their power, as a way of emphasising his victory over them. However, although the
Celtic culture left behind some astonishing accomplishments, such as Stonehenge, nobody really
knows what it was for, and speculation as to its significance has persisted throughout centuries.

It is also difficult to view Celtic culture other than through the lens of a romantic reconstruction



of the culture in the 19 century which also tends to err on the side of overestimation,
although in this case of the spiritual aspects of Celtic culture. However, allowing for some exagger-
*Professor Emeritus, South Wales University, Visiting Professor, Beijing Normal University
tion, the Celts seem to have been an extremely cultured people, with a religion based on ruidism,
probably a version of animism or pantheism. Like other oral traditions, they seem to have been well-
versed (quite literally) in poetry, and to have loved music. These remnants of the traditional Celtic
culture persist in the famed ability of the Welsh to sing, and in the annual competition, or Eisteddfod.
The National Eisteddfod of Wales is held each summer to identify the poet king of the country.
Again, it needs to be noted that it is not clear how much of this tradition derives from the Celtic
origins and how much has been imposed by a revivalist movement, but there can be no denying that
the Welsh are committed to music and poetry, and Dylan Thomas, the poet, is among the most famous
sons of Wales, even though he wrote in English and did not speak Welsh. And the commitment to the
arts can also be seen in popular culture, and the well known actors, such as Richard Burton and

Anthony Hopkins, who relish their Welsh roots.

English Suppression

After the Romans, successive waves of invaders from the continent of Europe ensured that the
Celts were confined to the margins of the British Isles, with the Romans being followed by the Angles,
the Saxons, the Vikings and the Danes, eventually ending with the settlement of England by the
Normans in the 11" century. However, the English dominance of Wales was only fully achieved in the
13% century, when Edward I built an ‘Iron Ring’ of castles around Wales to suppress a series of revolts
by the Welsh. These defences included castles and walled cities that he had inherited, such as Raglan
and Montgomery, as well as new castles that he built from scratch, such as Caernarfon and Beaumaris.

But Edward’s campaign was not merely to contain the Welsh. Rather he sought to dominate and
integrate them into his polity. One of the complaints that the Welsh raised against the rule of Edward
was that the stewards he appointed could not speak Welsh, and that the business of the court could
only be conducted in English. To appease the Welsh, Edward promised to appoint a Prince of Wales
who could not speak a word of English. Although he kept his promise, by appointing his oldest son
Prince of Wales when he was a babe in arms (and therefore did not speak any language), this did little
to meet the demands of the Welsh. Actually, as the title was only officially conferred on Edward’s son

in 1301, when the boy was 16, there seems to be little substance to this apocryphal story, beyond



underlining the perfidious nature of English monarchs.

However, from that date forward the English made every effort to integrate Wales into an entity
that could be described as England-and-Wales. This culminated, with the establishment of national
systems of education in the 19" century with a systematic effort to eradicate the Welsh language.
Speaking Welsh in a state school was an offence that was punished, normally by hanging a sign around
the neck of the culprit — a wooden board on a knotted rope bearing the message that Welsh was not to
be spoken — universally known as the ‘Welsh knot” (or ‘Welsh not’).

This onslaught on Welsh culture was more effective in the south of Wales, where a typical Welsh
speaker is now under thirty years of age, or has recovered the language of their parentage as a
deliberate act in middle age. In the north of Wales, however, the Welsh language was more widely
retained, in part as an act of defiance against the English, and in part as a result of the less industrialised

and more rural nature of communities in the north.

Welsh Revival

If credit for the revival of the fortunes of Welsh culture can be claimed by any one individual, it
must certainly be Dr. William Price, who can hardly be described as anything other than a ‘character’.
A qualified physician, Price was born into a family that spoke Welsh, although he learned English at
school. He was strongly influenced by both a desire to revive Welsh Druidism, and the socialist agenda
of the Chartists, a movement dedicated to promoting the equal rights of all men and women.
Consequently, several of the distinctive strands of Welsh culture are brought together in the person of
William Price.

Price was a qualified physician and he worked in the coalfields and steel works of south Wales.
Price became a prominent member of the Society of the Rocking Stone, a society based on supposed
druid beliefs that was committed to the revival and maintenance of Welsh culture. Later he styled
himself as an Archdruid, and saw it as his divine purpose to liberate the Welsh from English
domination. Alongside these spiritual and high ideals, he also undertook practical work to achieve the
same ends, teaching the Welsh language in his spare time.

Price had a child with Gwenllian Llewelyn, who Price baptised and named Iesu Grist, the Welsh
form of Jesus Christ, to symbolise the important future Price foresaw for the child. However, the baby
died at the age of only five months, and Price lit a pyre and set about cremating the body. This outraged

local sentiment, and Price had to be rescued from an angry crowd by the police. Price was charged
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with trying to dispose of a body illegally. In court he argued that although there was no law regulating
cremation, there was no legal prohibition of cremation either, even though it was not practiced. The
judge agreed, and eventually Price was able to cremate his son as he wished. His actions led
subsequently to the passing of the Cremation Act of 1902, and the establishment of cremation as a
common practice.

Although not taken particularly seriously by many observers, Price nevertheless played an
important role in the revival of Welsh sentiment, and an awareness of the pre-Roman heritage, even
though many of his claims were far-fetched and unfounded. But in his person he combined a
commitment to egalitarian principles, poetry, the Welsh language, non-conformist religion, and public

service that presents Welsh culture in a very concrete form.

Religious Non-Conformism

At the height of coal production from the south Wales coalfield, Ponntypridd was a very wealthy
town, and many of the wealthy mine owners chose to endow churches and chapels in the town. There
was no dominant religious presence, however, and the chapels represented every variety of dissenting
sect, and even two synagogues. Neither Catholicism nor the Anglicanism of the Church of England
(designated the Church in Wales in the Principality) dominated. There were Methodists and Baptists
of every stripe as well as Quakers and other non-conformists.

In the 21 century the wealth of the town has diminished, and the congregations have shrunk,
so that very few of the buildings still function as places of worship. The buildings remain, and are now
converted to other purposes, with Pontypridd Museum occupying a former chapel, and the Municipal
Arts Centre another. There is even the Eglwys Bach Medical Practice housed in the Eglwys Bach
(Small Church).

Coal mining and iron smelting had brought inward migration on a vast scale, and it is natural
that those who came form mining areas around the world brought their religious practices with them.
However, the diversity and tolerance of different religious practices cannot be entirely explained by
industrialisation, although the multiculturalism of enclaves such as Tiger Bay in Cardiff undoubtedly
owes a great deal to Cardiff’s position as an international port.

As early as the 17" century there were groups of dissenting worshippers in south Wales,
including Quakers and Baptists, at a time when such religions were persecuted. Just north of

Pontypridd is the village of Quakers’ Yard, which owes its present name to the establishment of a small
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graveyard for dissenters in the middle of the 17% century.

Industrial Heritage

Above all, south Wales was the cradle of the industrial revolution, and the coal from the south
Wales coalfields fuelled the spread of industry around the world. The south Wales valleys were
communities that lived, and too often died, together, and they came to be close knit and self-reliant
communities.

The Museum of Welsh Life at St. Fagan’s, just outside Cardiff, is an outdoor museum that
houses a collection of buildings, most of which have been collected from their original sites and rebuilt
on the grounds of the museum. These include Oakdale Workingmen’s Institute. The workingmen’s
institutes were the concrete representation of community solidarity which grew out of the necessity of
living and working in close communities where trust in one’s neighbours could often be a matter of
life and death, and where support in both life and death was a matter of communal pride. Trade
unionism was strong, as was the cooperative movement; the fact that the cooperative movement had
allowed families to survive during protracted industrial disputes was a potent factor in purchasing
decisions until very recently.

As an example the concrete reflection of community solidarity, the Oakdale Workingmen’s
Institute is a magnificent building, with its oak panelled reading room and library and marble floors,
is a monument to self-help and self-education in the mining communities. Built in the opening decades
of the 20" century with a loan from the mine owners, and paid for by subscriptions from the working
men themselves, this building offers an interesting insight into the desire of the miners for education.
The library shelves include works on religion, Marxism and practical mining engineering. Again one
can see that heady mix of egalitarianism, non-conformist religion, and practical industry combined in
a determination to seek education.

The drive for education is also double-edged, in part being a way to contribute to communal life,
but perhaps more importantly offering an escape for future generations from going down the mines.
As late as the 1960s, all over England, it was not unusual to find physical education teachers who
came from Wales, combining a dedication to education and a love of sport. But more generally, Wales
contributed more than its fair share of teachers to the education systems of both England and Wales.

Contemporary with the establishment of the Oakdale Workingmen'’s Institute was the setting up

of the Mid-Glamorgan College of Mining in 1913. This was the initiative of the mine owners rather
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than the working men. Mine owners agreed to pay a levy of two pennies a ton for coal they extracted
from the ground, and used the substantial fund they produced to set up a college that would provide
the engineering skills required by the mines. This institution has been through several incarnations, as
the Polytechnic of Wales, the University of Glamorgan, and currently the University of South Wales,
but it retains a commitment to education that serves the needs of the local community. It also has a
flourishing department, among others, of sport science.

One can hardly leave the question of Welsh culture without mentioning a commitment to sport.
Coal miners were / are tough men, as tough in their leisure time as they were in working hours. The
Welsh commitment to the sport of rugby falls little short of religious, or as Max Boyce, a well known
comedian refers to it, ‘scarlet fever’, a reference to the red jerseys that the Welsh national team play
in.

The overall result is a culture that is very strong in communitarianism, spiritual, though inclusive
of many strands of religious thought, egalitarian, and committed to education. Although the structure
and administration of the education system of Wales and England have been similar over a long period,
the imprint of this distinctive culture on what happens in schools makes the Welsh education system
quite distinct. We should not forget Sir Michael Sadler’s admonition that what goes on outside the

schools is as important as, or more important than, what happens inside schools.

Conclusion

Wales is a nation that is determinedly proud of its culture and traditions, although not necessarily
aggressively so. The country is now officially bilingual, and that means that every child in school must
learn both English and Welsh, although one of those languages may be given preference. Wales has
traditionally been multicultural, diverse and inclusive, so that many different traditions co-exist
without friction. St. David is the patron saint of Wales, and on the 1** March, St.David’s Day, schools
will be festooned with symbols of Welsh culture, most notably daffodils, leeks and dragons.

Poetry, music and sport are given pre-eminence in the curriculum, although other subjects are
not neglected. The Welsh are a very literate society, with even some graffiti indicating references to
literature. And for the most part the Welsh are committed to education as a means to self improvement.

Selection for secondary schooling was always less common and less divisive than it was in
England, as the dominant value of egalitarianism permeated the education system as well. Although

the overall level of provision of education has been determined by the budgetary allocations from
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London, distribution of those resources was in the hands of local politicians, and was always more
equal than that made by their English counterparts.

The education system has played an important part in the growth and spread of the use of the
Welsh language. Some years ago there was some celebration of the fact that Welsh had attained the
status of a living language with its own popular culture, when the first modern pornographic novel
was published in Welsh.

One can conclude, therefore, that despite similarities between England and Wales, the education
system of Wales bears the very strong imprint of a distinctive Welsh culture. That culture finds
expression in a flourishing Welsh language literature, as well as television broadcast output in Welsh.
However, Welsh culture is not isolationist, and Welsh writers, actors and producers contribute to
mainstream culture across the United Kingdom, adding a distinctively Welsh voice to the mix. And

those accents can be heard as far afield as Las Vegas and Hollywood.
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