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Greta's Report (6) 2004, 2, 4
Last week the koto club gave two concerts, one at school and one away from school.

The one at school was a mini-concert just after homeroom. We played three pieces, and I
thought it was a lot of fun. If the club does something similar again, I'm surethey'd like you
all to go! Then on Sunday, we went to Ouji to play a piece called Hiyaku.

There were thirty-five high schools from all over Japan there. Some of them hadhuge
numbers of people playing the koto, and were really impressive. I enjoyed myself a lot there,
both listening to the other performances and giving my own.

So many things have been fun and interesting here. I've been able to give concerts with the
koto club, and have learned a lot in tea ceremony club. There have been many interesting
classes in school, and all the teachers are very nice. My friends, both from my class and from
club, always helped me when I didn't understand something. I will definitely miss all of you
when I go home. I think I will miss speaking Japanese, and eating Japanese food, as well !
I have learned so much here. I hope that some of you will consider participating in an
exchange program, even if it's only for a short period. And, of course, I hope you will all study

English, and I will definitely continue studying Japanese.
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This winter break I was able to experience Christmas and New Years in Japan. I enjoyed
both very much. Christmas is a much bigger occasion in the U.S. than in Tokyo. Here, there
wasn't much more to Christmas than holiday lights, and I didn't give or receive any
presents. In the U.S., most people spend months getting ready for Christmas by buying
presents, making Christmascookies, and participating in the month-long religious season
before Christmas called Advent.

Of course, most of Japan isn't Christian, so it's understandable that Christmas is less
importanthere. However, some people didn't even know the date of Christmas, which
certainly surprised me! Also, we had school on Christmas, which would never happen in the
U.S., since it is one of a handful of days on which Christians are not supposed to work. New
Years is obviously moreimportant to Japanese culture. My host family actually didn't do
anything much for New Years, although we did eat osechiryouri once. In the U.S., my family
always eats special foods as  well.

We have a tradition of eating melted raclette- a kind of cheese- on vegetables, with another
family. At midnight, we have belini and caviar, something we never eat at any other time of
the year. These customs are definitely not typical, but I think that most American families

like to get together over Christmas, and do something special to celebrate the new year.
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Greta's Report(4) 2003,/10,/27
About Our School Festival

The Poroniasai was over. I was very busy both getting ready for it and during it, since I had
to help out in my homeroom as well as my club. I think most of us students got very tired
afterwards, but it was fun nevertheless.

In my homeroom, we ran a cafe and took donations for Unicef to give to the children of East
Timor.Lots of people from my homeroom stayed late after school working hard on the posters,
which impressed me. We spent a good deal of Thursday blowing up balloons and sticking them
up in the classroom, so it was very colorful. We sold juice and candy, but we didn't manage to
sell too much during the festival, which was dissapointing.

The soukyokubu gave a concert on each day. We worked very hard to get ready for the
concerts, and also had to move the kotos around quite a bit, so we were very busy. We played
three pieces: Shounenjidai, Hiyaku, and Sakura 21.It was fun to put on yukatas and perform
Japanese music.

Overall, I thought the bunkasai was pretty fun. I especially liked seeing the performances
that otherpeople put on. I went to the traditional drum performance, the drama club’s play,
and the 15 minute long kabuki. I have not been to something like it since elementary school.
We did have a similar festival in my elementary school, but junior and senior high schools
don't do that sort of thing in the U.S.

So, it was even a bit nostalgic for me. The festival at my elementary school was similar in
many ways, except that only 6th graders ran it. We also had a flea market and set up little
shops. When I was in 6th grade, I ran a booth that sold ice cream sundaes. It was pretty much

the same as what my homeroom did here!
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Greta's Report (N o. 3)

American and Japanese High School Life, Part Two

Beyond the timing of classes in American High Schools, their format is quite different from
Japan. First of all, there is much more freedom in selecting which classes to take. There
certainly are required classes.

Most schools have rules that students must take English and History every year to
graduate, for example.

But even within those requirements, the system is flexible. At a typical school, there would
be threelevels of Freshman English class: a class for those who find it difficult, an average
class, and an advanced class.

The same applies to nearly every subject, except things like gym and health, which are
required for everyone and are taken together. In subjects like Math, there might be a dozen or
more levels for the student to select from. For art or music class, usually there is a minimal
requirement of taking oneclass in the four years of high school. To fulfill it, the student would
be able to choose from orchestra, choir, drawing, painting, sculpting, art history, or any other
class they are interested in.

Class sizes range from only 10 people, as is common in very advanced foreign language
classes, toabout forty people, which would be typical for a gym class or a standard level
history class. Every class is taken with different students, and everyone has their own
personal schedule. The students who have homeroom together might not ever see each other
outside of that period.

The format of classes is also different from Japanese ones. In general, there is a lot more
dialogue between the teacher and students and among the students themselves. Teachers
frequently ask questions, not always asking a specific student but instead posing them to the
entire class, while various students volunteer answers. Discussions are also much more
common. In one World History class I took in my freshman year, every class period began with
a discussion in response to a quote the teacher chose.

These discussions dipped into human nature, religion, and the ideal society nearly every day.
Sometimes they took the entire 87-minute period. Every English class at Highland contains

a good deal of responding to the novel being read. In subjects like math, naturally the teacher



lectures, but even then students are often called to solve problems on the board.

Since finals are coming up at Denkoo, it seems to be a good time to remark on the nature of
finalsat Highland. While there are finals at the end of each semester, there is much less
pressure put on them. No class grade is based entirely on the final. Since there is a lot more
homework at American High Schools, especially in high level classes, homework grades have
a lot of influence on the final grade for a particular class. The tests taken in between finals,
like chapter tests or quizzes, go intothe final grade as well. In Science, grades on lab
experiments might make up a third of the points for the class. Also, any papers the student
writes usually have a lot of weight. I haven't been assigned a paper yet here at Denkoo, but at
Highland I would have to write many, both research and papers and literary criticism, each
semester. Some final tests are only essays. In History, for example, on the finalexam at least
half the points would come from an essay written in the exam period on a subject not disclosed
before the exam. On the test itself, 90% and above is an "A’, the best grade, 80% and above is
a ‘B’, 70% and above is a "C", and 60% and above is a "D’. Anything lower is a failing grade,
usually called "N°, for No Credit, but sometimes just called "F", fail.

Let's hope there aren't too many of those here this semester.
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Greta's Report(N o. 2)

American and Japanese High School Life

American and Japanese High Schools differ in many ways. Although the structure of
American High Schools varies, I consider the High School I attended there to be a fairly
typical one. It is called Highland Park Senior High School, and some of the ways it can be
contrasted to Denkoo may surprise you.
Highland Park Senior High School, which is referred to by its students as "Highland,” much
as we might say "Denkoo,” is a public, urban school. It has four grades, which in English are
called freshman, sophomore, junior, and senior. Freshmen, or in Japan third year Junior High
students, are so called because they are new to the school. They are to some degree
subordinate to the older students, though not as much as in a Japanese school. Sophomores
are Japanese first year students. The name comes from the Greek words
‘Sophos’ and "Mores.” "Sophos’ means wisdom, and "Mores" means fool. Thus, sophomores
have been in High School long enough to think they are clever, but they are still fools in the
view of older students. You may know what the words ‘junior' and “senior * mean. Together,
these two grades are called "upper classmen,” as freshmen and sophomores are called ‘lower
classmen.’

There are over a thousand students at Highland, though I don't know the exact number. Of
these, only 48 percent are Caucasian. This is very different from Denkoo! The rest have

ancestors that came from Asia, Africa, and South America. When I first came to Japan, I was



shocked every day by the lack of racial diversity, in High Schools and in general.

Highland has school five days a week, from Monday to Friday. School begins the day after
Labor Day, a National Holiday. This is usually the first Tuesday in September. Winter
Vacation, which is around Christmas, is two weeks long. Spring Vacation is one week long.
Summer Vacation starts around June 15th, and there are occasional days without school for
holidays. Classes start at 7:30 and end at 2:00. There are many ways
to get to school. Students who live over two miles away can ride special yellow school buses for
free. Many upper classmen drive to school, and the school has a parking lot for their cars and
the teachers” cars.

However, not everyone in High School has a car of their own, and it is also difficult to get a
space in the parking lot, which is decided by lottery with seniors taking precedence. Some
people pay to ride the city bus
because it is more convenient for them. A few ride bicycles, but they are a very small minority.
I walked to and from school every day. It took about half an hour.

At 7:30, a bell rings to signal the start of classes. The first class is never homeroom, as it is
here. There are four classes in a day. This might seem like very few. Highland uses a schedule
that is called in English "Block Scheduling,” and is gaining popularity in the U.S. It means
that instead of having class for 50 minutes every day for a year, you have it for 87 minutes
every day for a semester (half a year). So, first period goes from 7:30 to 8:57, second period
goes from 9:02 to 10:29, third period goes from 10:34 to 12:27, and fourth period goes from
12:33 to 2:00. Third period is long to allow for a 26 minute lunch period. Lunch is eaten in four
groups 1n the cafeteria. If everyone ate at the same time, they wouldn't fit! This means that
some people eat at 10:30 and some eat at 12:30, so you don't always get to eat with your
friends. Most people buy their lunch at school. It is very cheap, and for people who are poor it
is free. A few bring their lunch. I brought my lunch everyday. People who bring their lunch

from home are also allowed to eat outside in the courtyard.
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Greta’s Report(No.1)

My host family's name is N. They live in Higashiminemachi, which is within walking
distance of school. My mother teaches math at a private Christian girl's school . My father is
retired but he goes to work every day and also volunteers a lot. They have three children. The
eldest, a daughter, is married. An older brother lives at home, but he works for a travel
company, so he is very busy and I hardly ever see him. I share a room
with another elder sister, but she goes to T. Daigaku and only comes home on the weekends.

They are all very kind.



My first impressions of Tokyo are mostly that it is very big and crowded. I come from St.
Paul, MN, which is certainly not a rural region, but it is much less populous. But then again,
even the most overrun parts of New York City are puerile in comparison to Harajuku or
Shibuya. Shibuya, by the way, is pretty scary for a foreigner to visit. It is always jam-packed.
The first time I went there was when my host sisters took me to
the Gap. It was raining, and people were pressed together as closely as their umbrellas would
permit. Viewed from above in the station, the umbrellas appeared endless. Another first
impression is that things tend to start later and end later. Shops open two hours or more after
their American counterparts would, for example. When I have been up on weekends at seven
or so, the streets have seemed lifeless. Finally, I must comment on the trains. The
accessibility of public transportation here in Tokyo is admirable, but the manner in which it is
used 1s noteworthy to a foreigner. I used to ride the train every weekday, and my attention
was always drawn by the people on the other side of the tracks. They would line up in two
rows, silent and serious, waiting in as orderly a fashion as possible to board the train. Of
course when the train actually arrived, they pushed and crowded, but despite that, they lined
up calmly. I have ridden the subway many times outside of Tokyo, not in Minnesota but in
New York, Paris, and London, yet I have never seen anywhere near the same degree of
stoicism.

A while ago, I participated in a field trip to Yokohama. I was startled to see that so many
schools had come there on the same day. In America, such trips would not be endorsed by a
high school or given school time.

Nevertheless, I enjoyed myself. I went to a lot of big shops, a park, and to Chinatown. Visiting
Chinatown was my favorite part. It was more crowded than the Chinatowns in New York or
California. I enjoyed the many restaurants and vendors selling hot food on the streets, and
happily looked through the shops filled with overpriced ephemera and knickknacks. I bought
some Jasmine tea and Odango for my host family.

Altogether, it was memorable and gratifying.
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