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Does One Size Really Fit All?

Richard Sheehan
(Lecturer at the Saitama University Center for English Education and Development)

cluster around a few closely held beliefs.
One such belief is the idea of
“egalitarianism”, that everyone is
basicaly the same and should be treated
in the same manner. This can be seen
regularly in the bathing rituals taking
place at sentos and onsens across the
nation, where people from al walks of

I’ ve always been amazed at the level of life gather. After a nice relaxing soak,

homogeneity in Japan. From fashion everyone puts on their slippers, which all

trends to world views, Japanese tend to happen to be the same size.

This same mentality carries over to the world of education. In most other countries,
“tracking” or segregating students by their ability / potential is a common practice.
Here in Japan al students are placed in the same classroom, subject to the same
materials and teaching methods. This concept, which generally works well in
elementary school when students are given the basic foundations in Japanese, math,
science, socia studies and the like, tends to run into difficulty in junior and senior
high schools when the gaps between students abilities become more evident. This
forces the instructor to teach towards the “middle” in an attempt to reach the vast
majority of students. Unfortunately, this practice neglects the needs of those on the
two opposite ends of the spectrum. Some students are bound to struggle keeping up,
while others may not be challenged enough by the material.

Some will say that the entrance exams for junior and senior high school addresses
these concerns by allowing gifted students to enter more challenging private schools.
However, growing financial constraints (due to the sluggish economy and falling




family incomes) are making it increasingly difficult for students to follow this path.
Many are now “relegated” to the public school system simply because their families
cannot afford to buy a better education. The end result being they are trapped within a
system that does not recognize or develop their full talents.

This long-held practice and belief that all students should be treated the same,
regardless of ability, has had a profound impact on Japan's economic development.
During the post-war era (up through the bubble period), having a population with a
basic educational foundation was enough to foster growth in the manufacturing sector.
Workers only needed to follow directions and set processes. However, as Japan has
transitioned to a more service and knowledge-based economy, requirements have
changed. Now, companies need employees who can think “outside-the-box” , offering
creative solutions to newer and more complex challenges. Herein lies the problem.
Japan's educational system is not providing enough of these people, and more
discouragingly, does not seem inclined to make the necessary changes for this to
happen in the future.

Recent efforts by Monbusho to allow gifted students to skip grades and enter
university early have met with only limited success. The problem is not due to any
shortage; Japan has more than its fair share of gifted students. The problem is more
the result of vested interests within the education system. School principals claim that
skipping grades and early college entry will destroy the “democratic’ and
“egalitarian” values which the schools have been built upon. They also point out that
students who graduate early will miss out on extracurricular activities (as if
universities did not offer the same club opportunities). Cram schools are concerned
about the potential loss of business. Even some universities are hesitant to accept such
students as they fall outside the normal parameters of what is considered to be a
“typicd” first-year student. Then there is the government itself which has insisted on
labeling those students who enter university early as high school “dropouts’ . (This
designation will hopefully be changed in the future.)

For Japan to truly develop and reach its fullest potential as a nation, it must recognize
the fact that “one size does not fit all”. Everyone is born with different talents and




abilities. These need to be nurtured by society in order for them to come to full

fruition. Unfortunately, this is not currently the case. The Japanese educational system

needs to adapt to the demands of a rapidly changing world; otherwise, Japan's future

is in serious doubt.

By the way, | love going to sentos and onsens. | just wish they offered a pair of

dippers which fit my feet.

Overcoming Socia Inertia in Japan

Leander S. Hughes

Assistant Professor

Center for English Education and Development

Saitama University

It's 800 p.m., and I'm at the grocery

store getting some late dinner.

“Irrashaimase,”  says the woman at the

register as she starts beeping in the
items, giving the price for each as she
goes. She tells me the total. | pay. She
gives me my change, thanks me, and I'm
on my way. There's nothing unusual
about this or any of the thousands of
transactions I've made in Japan, but that
is exactly one of the things that makes
Japan great: | go to a store or restaurant,
| get what | want, | pay, | leave. The
process is so smooth, that sometimes |
almost forget other people are involved.

Flash back to life in the US where I'm from. While there are certainly plenty of

occasions when service runs as smoothly as in Japan, there are also plenty more




where something goes awry. For instance, last time | was back in the US, | was at an
upscale organic foods store buying souvenirs for some colleagues. As the cashier
began ringing me up, she glanced down at her watch, gave me a tired look, and said,
“You know, | can't wait to get off of work today.” Next thing | knew, | was busy
trying to sympathize with her and show her how grateful | was for her perseverance
in totaling my items and taking my money. A simple transaction had turned into a
therapy session.

In the US, “the customer is king.” In Japan, “the customer is God.” The difference
though between the social norms inherent in these mottos is less in kind than in
degree. Neither country's norms condone employees complaining to their customers,
but in the US it is simply easier to break free of the norm and aso forgive the
norm-breaking behavior of others around us. In Japan, it takes more motivation for
people to act outside of norms as well as to accept norm-breaking behaviors of others.

Whether in Japan or anywhere else, the motivation required to break a norm can
come from two different sources: it can be internally generated, for example through a
severe build up of stress, or it can be externally generated through, for example, the
consent and encouragement of peers. The norms themselves do not have to be
overarching rules that the entire society follows, but could be practices common to a
given business or field within the society. Thus, breaking a norm essentially means
acting in a way which differs from common practice. In the case of Japan then, acting
against common practice takes either a greater build-up of internal emotion or more
confirmation/encouragement from peers than it does in the West. | cal this socially
reinforced inhibition to change “social inertia. ”

Good Citizens

Japan's socia inertia has its benefits. As shown above, it can grease the wheels of our
daily interactions, alowing us to go about our affairs without being inconvenienced
by others dissatisfaction with their jobs. A more serious example of how Japan
benefits from its social inertia presents itself in the behavior of victims of the Great
Tohoku Earthquake and tsunami. Although a few ATM machines were robbed, by
and large Tohoku residents refrained from pillaging the spoils of the disaster, gaining




much applause from the foreign media. To understand the foreign media's wonder, we
need only look to New Orleans in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina when robbery,
rape, and murder ran rampant through the city and surrounding areas. Again, in
comparing the way the disasters played out in their respective countries, both the US
and Japan have social norms (not to mention formal laws) prohibiting stealing, rape
and murder, but socia inertia in Japan makes it much harder to go against those
norms than it is for people in the US.

Bad Officials

Socid inertia has a dark side. To find it, we need look no further than the same
disaster that revedled its benefits. In the immediate aftermath of the Tohoku
Earthquake and tsunami, the US government jumped into action, sending ships,
planes, troops, and supplies to rescue and secure survivors. Sadly, Japan's own
government failed to take such swift action. While victims of the tsunami were
drowning, freezing, or desperately searching for loved ones and the Daiichi Power
Plant began to overheat, Japan's top officials sat around tables wondering what they
ought to do about it. It is easy to simply label these politicians as heartless and
incompetent for their faillure to act quickly, but labeling them as such fails to provide
a satisfactory explanation for their behavior. The concept of social inertia, however,
provides a clearer picture of what happened.

Essentially, the Japanese government lacked a norm or common practice for
responding to natural disasters as extensive as Tohoku's. Responding thus meant
acting outside of established government norms. Socia inertia dictates that such
action requires either intense motivation to act on the part of individuals or consent
from the group. Unfortunately, no single member of the government had enough
internal motivation and/or authority to take matters into their own hands and send
forces immediately. Thus, members resorted to determining the action to be taken
through reaching an agreement with other members, a process which took time that
victims of the disaster paid for with their lives.

Sony's iPods
Businesses in Japan also fall prey to the harmful effects of social inertia. Have you




ever listened to music on a Memory Stick Walkman or a VAIO Music Clip? | didn't
think so. These were Sony's entries into the mp3 player market a full two years
before Apple unveiled its first iPod. So why did Sony's mp3 players fail? Although
price and limited memory were issues, the main roadblock to Sony's development and
sales of these products was, well, Sony. The problem was that the branches of Sony
that created the mp3 players had to go around obtaining consent from the other
branches of the company in order to effectively develop and market ther
norm-breaking products. Storing and playing music as mp3s meant that songs would
become much easier to move, duplicate, and share. This made Sony Music nervous,
and without Sony Music's consent, the players were dropped. Two years later, Apple
required no one's permission to start a revolution with its iPod, and today while Apple
shares continue to rise, Sony's have sunk to the lowest they have been since 1980.

Though I've picked on Sony, it is certainly not the only Japanese company that
suffers because of socia inertia Recently, | was talking with a friend of mine who
works for another large electronics company in Japan about how new ideas are treated
in his department. He told me that when he has a new idea he thinks will improve
things, he proposes it to his manager. | asked him what happens next. He said, “I then
present my ideas to another manager. If that manager agrees, | go to the next
manager, and then another one after that.” In total, my friend must formally request
permission to act on his ideas from five different people, often each on a different
occasion. Though four may approve, if one does not, the idea is canned and potential
innovation dies before it is born. This and the former example of how socia inertia
harms society may be less dramatic than the Tohoku example, but in the long run,
they may represent a greater threat to the well-being of the nation than any natural
disaster ever could.

Beyond Technology

Socia inertia in Japan represents a drag on society inhibiting the ability of institutions
and businesses here to keep up with the increasing pace, not just of technical
innovation, but more importantly of organizational innovation, wherein organizations
actively modify thelr own norms so as to increase their efficiency at further
generating and acting upon new ideas. Japan is well known for having perfected the




assembly-line system of manufacturing goods, but from now, its government and
businesses must work hard to reorganize their human infrastructure so as to optimize
the production of better ideas and the ability to act on them quickly.

What We Can Do

Overcoming socia inertia in Japan requires strengthening the perceived merit of
circumventing a norm when the situation cals for it while lessening the risk of
negative social repercussions for doing so. This will essentially lower the amount of
motivation required for an individua or group to break a norm when the
circumstances warrant it. In the following, | lay out three ways we, as a university,
can help our students overcome socia inertia and ensure the next generation of the
Japanese workforce acquires the innovativeness necessary to successfully compete on
the global playing field.

1. Send Them Out

There is no faster way for students to lower their socia inertia than by spending a
year studying abroad. Whether they study in Oslo or in Oklahoma matters little in
terms of the power they acquire from immersing themselves in a foreign culture in
which the norms and the degree to which they are adhered cannot be readily
discerned. Norm-breaking becomes a regular (if not intentional) activity for them and
the fear of losing face for breaking a little norm lessened. Not only that, but as time
goes on, students become more clearly aware of the differences in norms and the
extent to which they are followed between the country they are staying in and Japan.
They come to realize that a norm is often just a rule-of-thumb to be followed or
side-stepped according to their own discretion and that sometimes the latter action is
actually the “right” thing to do. | have had the pleasure of teaching students in our
university's Global Youth Program, in which participants study for a year at a
university in the US. Participants leave eager to please their teachers and peers; they
come back unafraid to speak their minds and listen to others who speak theirs.
However, if we really want to produce Japan's next generation of innovators, we
should seriously consider requiring ALL of our students to study abroad, not just a
select few.
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2. Bring the Outside In

Tokyo University signaled the change when they announced they were going over to
the western academic calendar. Little by little Japanese universities are coming to the
hard conclusion that, with the dwindling population of Japanese candidates, they must
redirect their focus to potential students world-wide in order to remain competitive.
Of course more than a schedule change is necessary to woo a significant number of
talented students from abroad. For one thing, universities in Japan will have to offer
core courses for their mgors in the default international language of English and
ensure that these courses are competitive with those offered in the west. This means
that Japanese universities will have to start hiring experts on core subjects who have
graduated from the world's top English-speaking universities. Assuming our university
does this, we can expect an influx of foreign students and teachers here. As the
proportion of non-Japanese to Japanese increases, the environment at our university
will approach that of a foreign university with students undergoing a similar process
of norm breaking and norm reevaluation leading to lowered socia inertia. In this case,
though, the norms they will break will be a combination of those imported from
abroad and their own.

3. Say It in another Language

In his book, “Outliers: The Story of Success,” Malcolm Gladwell talks about Korean
Air, which in the 1990s, suffered from numerous plane crashes and was one of the
most dangerous airlines in the world. Examining the dialogues between the pilots and
co-pilots recorded by the black boxes of Korean Air craft that had crashed,
investigators found that the crashes were often due to errors on the part of the pilots
which the co-pilots had tried but failed to clearly warn them about. Korean Air's
solution? They changed the officia language of the cockpit to English, and their
planes stopped crashing.

Gladwell explains Korean Air's problem and unconventional solution as mainly due to
the hierarchical versus nonhierarchical nature of the Korean and English languages
respectively, but | propose an alternative explanation. When we communicate in a
second language (be it hierarchical or nonhierarchical), the words we say and hear
have less potential emotional impact compared to the equivalent words in our native
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language, because we have fewer life experiences associated with those words in our
minds. This lessened potential impact weakens our fear that breaking a
communication norm will result in a loss of face or other negative socia
repercussions. Thus, it takes less motivation for co-pilots to break the social norm
against criticizing superiors when they do it in a second language as opposed to their
first and less motivation for pilots equally norm-breaking acceptance of that criticism.
In short, speaking in another language lowers our social inertia, at least with regard to
the norms of communication.

Thus, our university can further work toward lowering socia inertia by encouraging
students to communicate in English (or any other common language besides Japanese)
both in and out of the classroom. Steps toward this goa have already been taken with
the creation of our university's English Resource Center (ERC) where from 3:00 to
5:00 p.m. every weekday (mostly Japanese) students gather voluntarily to speak to
each other in English. During ERC conversation sessions, socia inertia decreases,
students speak their minds, and the ideas flow. Observing them, | feel it is no wonder
that the Japanese company, Rakuten, now conducts all of its internal meetings in
English.

Our Choice

Despite the challenges ahead, | believe Japan can and will overcome its socia inertia.
In fact, it has no choice. Japan must change to allow faster, more efficient innovation
or risk being left in the dust by the rest of the world. The question is: Are we going
to wait until the threat of impoverishment by foreign competition forces us to change,
or are we going to take the initiative and actively pursue innovation on our own
terms? The three policies | have proposed to help the next generation of Japanese
innovators overcome social inertia represent a small but significant step forward on
the latter path. | hope we are wise enough and bold enough to take it.

1
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