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DOES THE AMERICAN WAY OF LEARNING
MAKE RETURNEES “ABRASIVE" ?
Mariko Muro Yokokawa
(Ph.D., Stanford University)
Although the primary function of schools is
commonly seen as the transmission of knowledge,
one of its chief underlying functions is the
transmission of the value systems and customs
predominant in the society where the school is
located. Often the content of what is taught is not
as powerful as the way this knowledge is
transmitted or the way the classroom is conducted,
process is usually
to be natural and

the more so since this
unconscious and believed
universal rather than culture specific. Through
analysis of my year-long observations at the
school which I will call “Rolling Meadows”(RM),
located in an upper - middle class suburb in the
Eastern part of the United States, I isolated
patterns in “Teaching Practices” and “Discipline
Methods” that may cause problems for Japanese
students who return to a Japanese school (Muro,
1989).

TEACHING PRACTICES

At RM, the teaching style is interactive and based
on inductive thinking, “encouraging comprehension
of higher principles underlying concepts” (White,
1987). Students are given considerable control over
initiation of exchange with
teachers. Teachers emphasize positive
reinforcement but differ teaching strategies by
ability This teaching style appears to
encourage

assertiveness, and initiative in the students, who

level.
independence, self - motivation,

work hard for individual recognition and
membership in higher ability groups. Let me

illustrate this through the following example:

Mr. Thompson, one of the two male teachers
at RM, is in charge of the top - level math class
in the sixth grade. According to him, although
the lower level math classes are ‘super-
structured’, this class is given maximum
freedom and four of the students
independently at their own pace, and help each
other with their work. Mr. Thompson was
explaining all of this to me during class, while
the students were working hard on their own.

One of the boys comes up to ask a question

about an angle. “Look up ‘ obtuse’ in the book,”

work

Mr. Thompson says.

Another boy complains that he cannot finish

all his work on time. Mr. Thompson replies,
“That's not my problem if you have to do it
tonight. It's yours.”(Muro, 1989)

Giving the students maximum freedom and
responsibility is a reward and an expression of Mr.
Thompson’s faith in them. Only those that are
considered less competent are ‘super- structured’.
As in other upper - level classes, the teacher only
spends a brief amount of time talking to the entire
class, either to explain a new unit or draw out
conclusions from them, and expects the students
to initiate questions.

How would a child react if he returns to a
Japanese school after experiencing this kind of
class (as is quite common in math)? His “special
abilities” are ignored and any attempts to bring
attention to them is considered “conceited, self -
centered, and disruptive to the harmony of the
class.” Then is the puzzling problem of how to
understand anything without asking questions --
“In Germany,...not to raise your hand will be seen
as ‘not thinking at all'".How strange, I
thought, ‘maybe in Japan it is not good to express
your opinion actively! " (Naito, 1987 ). Finally, in

" Japanese schools students are highly structured

regardless of ability — treatment that was reserved
for the less able in schools like RM and is thus
insulting to a returnee who feels he is competent
and deserving of more freedom.

DISCIPLINE METHODS

The teaching of curriculum content is only part
of what goes on in a school. Through a less
conscious but more powerful process, children also
learn from the way the teacher brings them closer
to what s/he considers ideal behavior. At RM, the
in hand with
ideal

techniques of control go hand

teaching practices in producing the
professional upper - middle class child -- one who
is not only well - informed, independent, and full
of initiative, but also calm, respectful, self-
disciplined and self - policing.

The most striking impression of discipline at RM
is the apparent ease with which it is maintained.
Classes and even large assemblies quickly quiet
down without much prompting. Control is
maintained following similar principles as in
teaching: student initiative and independence, as
well as indirect elicitation of desired behavior, often

using an elaborate system of rewards and demerits.




As can be seen from the example below, teachers
also switch strategies by perceived ability level:
1) Mrs. Jenkins in her top level math class:

Mrs. Jenkins: - “It has taken 8 minutes to do
a very simple thing.”
— “Kimio. Haruko. You have to be able to hear
Larry.”
2) Mrs. Jenkins in her mixed (lowest level) reading

class:
Mrs. Jenkins: - “Why should the class be
noisy?”

— “Raise your hand, do not talk out of
turn...When you talk out of turn, you are saying
only one thing. You do not care whether anyone
hears you or not. It's very impolite.”(Muro, 1989 )

Note that in her top level class Mrs. Jenkins only
makes brief allusions to either what has objectively
taken place or the reason to change the behavior,
and does not state the desired course of action,
as she does in the “mixed” class. It is significant
that the wusually open-minded Mrs. Jenkins
attributes this difference to the “less motivated”
students in the lowest class who “couldn’t care
less.”

A Japanese returnee accustomed to such a system
is likely to feel demeaned by the less individualized
sanctions in a Japanese school, where questioning
is seen as a mark of rebellion and punishment is
handed out not so much for what is objectively
“wrong” but for disturbing the harmony of the
class. By behaving in ways they have been taught
are “natural” and “good” in a society that values
individual achievement, returnees unwittingly
invite resentment in a society that values
betterment and harmony of the whole group.
Changing those behaviors can be excruciating if
they have been educated in a culture where to
compromise on one’s values is to lose one’s identity.
Those that find returnee behavior “abrasive”
should remember that these children have been
trained to become “good natives” rather than “bad
Japanese”.
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