 Dr. Esaki a Nobel Prize winner in physics spoke in Chicago at the Japan America Society of Chicago luncheon I attended.  He is Chairman of the Japanese National Commission on Educational Reform, and President, Shibaura Institute of Technology.  His speech, “Meeting the Challenge of the Information Age: Educational Reform in Japan,” can be found on the Japan America Society website 
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It has implications for the U.S. education system.  It is interesting to see what he preceives to be problems with Japan’s education system compared to ours.
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The Japan America Society of Chicago presents the transcript of: Meeting the Challenge of the Information Age: Educational Reform in Japan featuring Dr. Leo Esaki, Nobel Prize Winner in Physics CONNECTING TO THE 21st CENTURY: EDUCATIONAL REFORM IN JAPAN AND REFLECTIONS ON GLOBAL CULTURE A Public Affairs Luncheon Forum Featuring Dr. Leo Esaki, Nobel Prize Winner in Physics, Chairman of the Japanese National Commission on Educational Reform, and President, Shibaura Institute of Technology. Presented on Thursday, February 15, 2001 for The Japan America Society of Chicago Text of the Presentation: 1. Introduction I received a telephone call in early March last year from the late Prime Minister Obuchi. That does not happen very often. On the telephone, he eagerly asked me to chair the National Commission on Educational Reform, an ad hoc advisory body of the Prime Minister. What he said can be summarized as follows: Japanese people and Japanese society have always valued education and dedicated themselves to its enhancement. Wide-ranging educational reforms have been implemented on occasions, such as at the time of the formation of the Meiji Government and the depressed period following World War II. In both cases, education became the driving force of Japanese economic development through advancing the society. Now, at the turn of the century, we have to look again at the reality of Japanese education. For the well-being of the nation, it is necessary to foster more creative Japanese citizens who can play a major role on the international stage in the 21st Century. At the same time, we must better handle increasingly serious juvenile problems such as class disruption, violence, truancy (children who refuse to go to school), bullying, suicide, and juvenile delinquency which Japanese public schools are now facing. In meeting these problems, we have to make every effort to improve and update our present school education system. At first, I was reluctant to accept the Prime Minister's offer, because of the magnitude of the task. However, his enthusiasm finally overcame my resistance and persuaded me to chair his Commission. The Commission, comprised of 26 members, studied the future shape of education in Japan by examining the present status as well as the true basis of education. After holding thirteen general meetings since the first meeting on March 27, 2000, and twenty meetings of three subcommittees studying "humanity," "creativity," and "new schools," the Commission submitted its final report on Educational Reform to Prime Minister Mori on December 22, 2000, including seventeen proposals for changes. 2. Seventeen Proposals for Changes in Education (I) Foster in Japanese children a rich sense of "humanity" Be aware that the basis of education is in the home. Schools should not hesitate to provide moral education. All children should participate in social service activities. Be explicit in the treatment of children who cause trouble at school. Protect children from inappropriate information and other harmful influences. (II) Bring out the potential ability of each individual child and foster "creativity" in the Japanese mind Reform the standardized education system in order to develop individuality. Diversify university entrance examinations and lessen emphasis on rote learning. Refine the education and research functions of universities/graduate schools in order to create leaders in various specific fields. Enhance and improve educational content and methodologies suitable for universities. Promote education to help children acquire appropriate views and attitudes to work in the new age. (III) Create "new schools" for the new age Create a system in which teachers' efforts and enthusiasms are evaluated and rewarded fairly. Promote the creation and development of schools that respond to the needs of communities. Introduce the concept of enterprise management into schools and boards of education. Improve lessons to make them more effective and more understandable from a child's point of view. Encourage the establishment of new types of schools (such as "community schools"). (IV) Basic Promotional Plan for Education and the Fundamental Law of Education Devise a Basic Promotional Plan for the comprehensive promotion of educational measures. Create a Fundamental Law of Education that is appropriate for the new age. 3. Explanations I am not going to explain in detail all seventeen proposals. Instead, I will select six proposals (1, 2, 6, 8, 11 and 14) and try to explain the implications behind them from my own point of view. (Proposal 1) Be aware that the basis of education is in the home. I am afraid that the emphasis on home education may appear to be quite conventional or even stereotyped because, since the beginning of agricultural civilization, the basis of education has always been in the home. We have to ask ourselves why we need to make such a conventional proposal at this time. It is obvious that our modern civilization created an artificial environment by providing a large number of tools, instruments, and machines surrounding us. Thus, most of our physical labor has been replaced by a variety of machines and, more recently, most of our routine brainwork is being replaced by information processing systems. The rapid advance in information technology (IT), which comprises computers with communication capabilities, has profound consequences globally in every area of life. Striking examples of information technology are the use of the Internet with the World Wide Web and mobile telephones with manipulating capabilities. Indeed, this technology is playing a major role in changing the industrial (hierarchical) society into an information and knowledge based (network) society. This electronic revolution is transforming the world into an e-society, with e-commerce, e-mail, e-news, e- play, e-books, and e-learning. The balance of employment is shifting from traditional manufacturing (secondary) industry to jobs based on information and communication technology and the provision of services (tertiary industry). The vitality of the network society increasingly depends on the creative ability of individuals and organizations to generate new ideas. Some of the expanding creative industries are, according to the NACCCE summary, advertising, architecture, arts and antiques, crafts, design, designer fashion, film, leisure software, music, performing arts, publishing, software and computer services, radio, and television, which all provide growing opportunities for young people. It should be noted that the power of creativity plays a decisive role in success in these areas. That is why we have to examine the growth process of our children in the IT-driven society. Everybody, young or old, spends a lot of time facing the screen, and, therefore, has less time for real personal contact. Children today, despite being in smaller families, seem to spend less time with adults than in the past. I was told that in the United States, the average child of 10-12 years old may spend only five minutes a day with his father. Other estimates are considerably more than that, 20 minutes a day - but none are longer. Children spend the largest part of their time alone, corresponding to 30% to 35% of their time. The second highest time is spent with other children, playing and "hanging around." Time spent with their parents at home is much less. Moreover, there is a large proportion of children being brought up by single parents. Because of the high mobility of parents nowadays, children are often separated from their grandparents. The situation creates a kind of age segregation. Now, we are faced with the serious question of how we can educate our children properly at home with a minimum of real personal contact. (Proposal 2) Schools should not hesitate to provide moral education. Japan is now losing a cohesive set of moral values within society at large. It may be a weakness that Japan does not have strong organized religion. In Christian countries, moral education is left to priests to a large extent. We have to build a kind of common wisdom in judging what is right or wrong. People today are left with their own subjective view in a narcissistic world: It is up to me to judge what is right or wrong. This may epitomize the difficulty of moral education in general. (Reform 6) Reform the standardized education system in order to develop individuality. In order to make most of quality and the talents of individuals, it is necessary to revise the uniform education carried out with a large classroom, which ignores the great diversity in personality arising from genes. Human behavior is known to be determined by both genetics (nature) and environment (nurture). A kind of custom-made education tailored to each individual should be implemented to ensure the bringing out of the potential ability of each child and foster their creativity and individuality. The power of the human mind can be divided into two major categories. One is the power of the judicious mind (discretion), which allows us to analyze, understand, select, and make fair judgments. The other is the power of the creative mind, which allows us to create new ideas through the activity of the intellectual imagination. It is this form of intellectual creativity which provides the engine for progress and which has stimulated and sustained the advance of human civilization. Of course, it is through the mutual interaction of these two powers that a far greater power is generated. If we say that creativity is individualistic and represents the challenge of the future, then the power of discretion can be said to have a non- individualistic aspect and to be essentially concerned with the body of existing knowledge. Having said that, we must be aware of an important issue. Academic education provided by Japanese schools today is primarily aimed at nurturing the judicious mind. Therefore, we have to make a "creative" effort to develop the creative mind, providing both freedom and discipline in such a way that they do not oppose each other. The purpose of education is one of the most critical issues facing any society at any time. Regarding educational aims, there are two facets to consider -- the "public" and "private" realms. On the public side, education is thought to be a means of advancing society or enhancing the economy by fostering well- disciplined individuals with a judicious mind. Two examples are as follows: When the Japanese encountered Western civilization in the latter half of the nineteenth century, they were obviously so impressed by its power and sophistication that they decided to modernize Japan as quickly as possible by borrowing Western know- how. In 1877, the highly regarded University of Tokyo was founded, primarily to educate Japanese government bureaucrats and technocrats whose imperative function would be to implement Western systems and institutions. They were trained not necessarily to be creative leaders, but rather to be conscientious followers. Later, at the end of World War II, Japan needed diligent workers with the ability to promote economic recovery. In contrast, the purpose of the private side is to foster individuals with a creative mind, bringing out each student's unique potential by focusing on his or her innate talent. It is important, in my view, to balance both the public and private facets of education. Some people, however, criticize the Japanese education system, saying it lays too much emphasis on economic issues, on the public side of education. (Proposal 8) Reinforce the education and research functions of universities/graduate schools in order to create leaders in various specific fields. In Japanese society, most people are followers who tend to model themselves faithfully after others such as western leaders, resulting in a shortage of creativity. Japan clearly needs more leaders full of ambition and originality, who will play an active role in the world-wide development of such fields as politics, economics, environmental issues, science, technology, and other new areas. In order for Japan to compete and cooperate with other countries in those fields, we need to increase the number of experts with master's degrees or doctorates. For this purpose, a new university/graduate school system is proposed. (Proposal 11) Create a system in which a teacher's efforts and enthusiasms are evaluated and rewarded fairly. This proposal sounds quite natural. Better teachers are needed. We have to ask ourselves why we now make such a proposal as the introduction of an evaluation system for school teachers. This probably implies that the teacher's task of dealing with students is getting increasingly difficult. The artificial environment surrounding us is changing very quickly because new technology is constantly being introduced. Experiences we now encounter are entirely new to our civilization. In these circumstances, the younger generation is able to learn a new technology more quickly and adapt themselves to a new environment more easily than the older generation. This situation also tends to create a generation gap. Teachers have to make great efforts to keep up with technological progress. It is difficult for teachers to provide guidance to the young because of the incomprehensibility and the unpredictability of the impact of a new technology and its effects on the lives of the young. If you live with a computer, you do not have to memorize many things. When I was a child, my parents and my teachers were a very natural source of information and knowledge. In today's information- oriented society, there are many other sources of information. Television offers only a passive form of learning. On the other hand, since the Internet may provide an interactive form of learning, teachers and parents have less control over it -- if the children go to a chat room, for example. Nevertheless, the Internet can be a very important educational tool. Its applications will lead to changes in teaching style in the schools. The theater style classroom may become obsolete. The school itself is now gradually losing its position as the principal center of all knowledge. The situation which is now developing deserves careful attention before taking proper steps. We need not only qualified teachers but also a new policy to cope with trends. (Proposal 14) Improve lessons to make them more effective and more understandable from a child's point of view. The proposal suggests that IT education and English education should be promoted as early as possible by exposing children to real-life situations. Responsibility for teaching and the way of teaching are important issues. Assistant foreign language teachers (ALT) whose native language is English and staff who have expertise and experience in IT should be actively recruited from the outside. The IT culture encourages the use of English as a common language. Some countries such as Germany are on the way toward developing into a bilingual society. Japan also will end up as a bilingual country. The Japanese language, however, differs greatly from English or any other European language: Japanese is suited for the expression of "emotion" rather than "reason" and is therefore more suited for poems or novels like "The Tale of Genji" rather than for reports on science or law. In mastering English, hopefully, Japanese have an opportunity to learn a logical way of thinking. 1. Conclusion Since the influence of advancing information technology (IT) on society at large is increasing, we should recognize that educational reform is a continuous task. The Japanese education system has been geared to encourage economic development, because Japan used to be a poor country. After reaching affluence, Japan is now learning that economic success is only a means to an end. It is trying to gain some insight on how to construct a rich society in terms of both living standards and spiritual growth. We need to have the wisdom to be able to distinguish between means and ends or between central and peripheral, and to understand the cause-and-effect relationship of events in our changing society. One of the answers is to strengthen liberal arts education which certainly helps foster principles such as "character," "civility," "compassion," and "courage"! These words appeared in President George W. Bush's inaugural address. 20 N. Clark St. Suite 750 Chicago, Illinois 60602 Phone: (312) 263 - 3049 Fax: (312) 263 - 6120 

