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Back to School!

September is here, and for Americans like me, that brings up
memories of going back to school. Unlike Japan, our school
year starts in September. This month I would like to talk about
a few of the interesting differences I have noticed between
student life in Japan and America.

As I mentioned, the school year in America starts in
September and ends in June of the following year. This means
there are two and a half months of summer vacation between
school years, during which the students are not assigned any
homework. During this time Families often go on road trips as
well as visit relatives who live far away, and high school
students will often get part time jobs. However, if a high
school student fails to pass one of their core subjects, they
have to attend a special summer school to retake the class, or
else face the risk of repeating the same grade all over again the
following year!

Club activity participation is also quite different. Japanese
students spend a longer time at school than American students
do. However, the time spent actually in the classroom is
roughly the same. Here in Japan, students join school clubs
and meet or practice on campus after school. I often even see
students walking to and from school on weekends in their
practice uniforms. I don't think you could get American kids
to go to school on the weekend even if you paid them! On the
other hand, most children who participate in after school
activities do so at facilities not related to school, like the
YMCA or Boys and Girls Club. Here they receive help with
their homework or play sports with children from their
neighborhood. Another popular organization is the Boy Scouts.
As a member, children obtain leadership skills through
camping and volunteer work, preparing them to become
productive members of society. Speaking from my own
experience, there were many more kids who participated in
these kinds of out of school activities compared to those who
joined school clubs. One reason for this is because many of the
kids lived quite far away from school and relied on the bus to
get home. The buses departed about 15 minutes after the final
school bell rang, so for those kids, joining a school club was
not really an option.

While a student, I never really took the time to think too much
about the school system or student life. After coming to Seika
and visiting schools as part of my job, listening to stories on
the news and talking with Japanese friends, I have come to
view the education system not only in Japan, but in my own
country as well, from a completely new perspective. For me,
this is a big reason why I chose to learn a foreign language and
to live in a foreign country. I have always believed that
knowing a foreign language and understanding a foreign
culture is like having a key that opens all sorts of new doors
which allow you to appreciate and enjoy more things in life. In
many ways, my experience here in Seika has allowed me to
view the world through a whole new perspective and grow as a
person. Based on this experience, I believe this to be one of the
most valuable results of international exchange.
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