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When asked which country is most advanced in technological innovations, many people would say Japan. The Georgia Institute of Technology regularly ranks nations with the highest technology exports and Japan perpetually appears high on the list. As a teacher, I might deduce that Japan must have strong technology education programs in their schools. On a one month fact-finding mission to Japan in October 2005, I learned that is not the case. Yet, what I discovered thoroughly supports the U.S.-led push toward technology integration into the classroom curriculum. 

When I applied for a Japan Fulbright Memorial Fund Scholarship to study technology in Japanese schools, I cited research from sources as prominent as The Journal of Technology Education that touted Japan’s “project-based” technology teaching approach. The project-based system is a model that places the classroom teacher squarely in charge of technology instruction, or gijutsu ka, and is tied to specific learning objectives within the context of a classroom assignment or project. The Journal of the Japanese Society for Technology Education cites problem-based and project-based research findings and statistics from Universities across the nation indicating the effectiveness of these approaches.
It’s important to note here that curriculum and instruction are controlled by the centralized Ministry of Education in Japan, as are textbooks, university coursework, budgets and half of all teacher salaries. Japanese teachers are provided technology instruction at the University level as of 10 years ago, and at massive, periodic in-service workshops. In theory, the project-based model mirrors the approach praised by technology education experts in the U.S. 

As we are well aware stateside, mandates from federal education departments are sometimes implemented differently than intended. At my very first lecture, Tsutomu Kimura, President of the National Institution for Academic Degrees, said that “Technology skills are taught by corporations, not schools.” At Mie University, Information Science professor Kazunori Yamamori explained, “Most of the teachers are in their 50s and technology is considered a ‘new’ skill. The younger teachers have more training in this area, but generally these skills are taught after workers enter companies. They are only trained in tech skills they will need to complete their jobs.” 
Elementary, middle school and high school visits revealed that technology education was, in fact, very limited. Ueno High school students in Iga City take a programming course, but there are no other computer classes. Ayama Junior High school students were using Microsoft Excel to graph and analyze data. When queried about computer use, teacher 
Chie Okuyama shrugged and admitted that “Most of the time, the school technology lab is locked and the computers within are outdated.” Few grade-level or subject-area classrooms had their own computers. 
These findings were confounding. How can a country whose reputation is so closely intertwined with technology advancements not teach technology to its children? The answer could only be found through a deeper understanding of Japanese culture and social mores.  T.R. Reid’s book Confucius Lives Next Door provides an insightful glimpse into the Japanese mindset. Reid, Tokyo bureau chief for the Washington Post in the 1990s, spent five years integrating himself and his family into a Tokyo neighborhood, school and workplace. In his book, he describes a culture-wide commitment to kouritsu, or efficiency. Japanese people will always ask, “How can we accomplish a task with the most efficacy and the least superfluous energy or effort?” 


Eureka! When viewed through the lens of kouritsu, it is more efficient to teach technology skills to the people who will use them, rather than the population as a whole. Japanese students need the information necessary to pass their high school entrance exams, college entrance exams, and to be hired by a successful company. It is then considered the corporation’s responsibility to decide what position the person is suited to fulfill and to train him or her for that position. One does not apply for a specific job, but rather for a company. 


Japanese children are still fairly proficient at using technology, especially video games. 　 Manabu Sato reports in his article, “Japanese Children in the Multimedia Age,” that “most homes with Japanese boys of elementary school age own at least two or three expensive video game machines that can be hooked up to the television.” Acquiring these skills is an independent effort, however. All learning, including classroom related and social assimilation, is regarded as the child’s responsibility. T.R. Reid describes seeing hundreds of Japanese classrooms, each with the word doryoku, or effort, framed on the wall. Failure to conform or to succeed is shameful—a meiwaku--not only for the child but also for his or her family and community. Thus, Japan’s literacy rate is 100 percent and 98 percent of children successfully pass the entrance exams to high school. Fifty percent do well enough on college entrance exams to enter higher education.

Because self-determination and entrepreneurship are fundamental building blocks of American culture, we deem it important to expose our children to various career paths well before that choice is made in college. Additionally, it is easier for Americans to switch careers entirely than it is for workers in Japan. American companies largely expect applicants attain the skills requisite for career paths while in college or on internships. American teachers and parents assume much more responsibility than their Japanese counterparts for their children’s success in school. These cultural and social differences between Japan and the U.S. significantly influence educational choices—much more so than research or educational rhetoric. 
Our commonalities, however, unite us in our mutual philosophic approach to teaching technology. The Japanese concept of kouritsu thoroughly supports our U.S. model of technology integration. It is not only more efficient, but more logical to teach technology skills within the context of a classroom lesson than in a vacuum. Although we teach technology to all of our students--considerably before they will need those skills in the workforce--our integration paradigm is in perfect alignment with Japan’s. In the most unexpected and roundabout way, we agree without ever having had a dialogue.
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