BOOK REVIEWS
Japanese Children Abroad: Cultural, Educational and Language Issues. Edited by Asako
Yamada-Yamamoto & Brian J. Richards. Clevedon, UK: Multilingual Matters, 1999. 138 pp.

This collection contains 21 short essays arranged very loosely around the theme of the experiences
of Japanese students in Britain. They are written by academics, school teachers, volunteer language
teachers, administrators and parents. As a result, there is an unevenness in tone and content unusual
even in an edited work of this kind. The volume does succeed, however, in giving an overview of the
educational issues facing Japanese children and their families in the UK and implies that similar issues
will be encountered in other developed countries too.

The book focuses on the estimated 5,600 Japanese children of school age temporarily in the UK
(usually because of their father's business commitments) at any one time. Only a small number of them
attend Japanese schools. For the majority, life consists of five days a week at a British school followed by
a day at a Japanese Saturday school. By all accounts, the children do well academically in their regular
schools but have much more trouble keeping up with the Saturday schools, which attempt to cover the
entire Japanese school curriculum in just one day a week, resulting in the infamous "Black Fridays" when

children will often study all night to finish their Saturday-school homework.
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Many of the essays concentrate on the children's initial linguistic problems and continuing social/
cultural problems in British schools and on the difficulties that parents and staff often experience in
understanding each other's goals. Problems highlighted range from the bewilderment of girls asked to sit
cross-legged on the floor, to differences in English and Japanese word order, to misunderstandings
arising from different assumptions about what schools are for. The underlying approach of most of the
authors is summarised by the following statement from Mariko Sasagawa-Garmory's essay: "The
Japanese language and culture are very different. It is therefore important to give extra time to Japanese
children in class" (pp. 110-111).

The book does not take a rigorously academic approach to its subject, in that most of the differences
Sasagawa-Garmory refers to are asserted rather than documented. Rather, the book provides a series of
personal accounts interlaced with summaries of more academic studies which attempt to shed light on
cultural and linguistic factors behind the experiences. The essays are divided into five sections and
framed by an introduction and conclusion.

Asako Yamada-Yamamoto's introduction presents statistics on Japanese children living abroad in
various regions of the world before narrowing the focus to the British context. The first section combines
further information about the Japanese population in the UK and about their Saturday schools, with three
short pieces about how language is acquired. The accounts of L1 acquisition are written in clear, non-
academic language by people who know what they are talking about, but their inclusion here could only
be justified if reference were made to them later to elucidate L1 or L2 acquisition by Japanese children in
Britain. No such references are made.

Part 2 contains a summary by Joanna McPake of substantial studies on cultural challenges faced by
the children, as well as a summary by Asako Yamada-Yamamoto of studies on their linguistic
development. The works mentioned in these overviews look like very interesting empirical studies, but
the summaries are so brief that they do little more than whet the appetite. The overviews do provide
frameworks for interpreting the experiences recounted in this volume, but, without a fuller explanation of
the studies, it is difficult to know how firmly based those frameworks are.

Part 3 contains a series of 2-3 page essays written by regular school teachers, while Part 4 consists
of essays by Saturday school teachers and parents. These essays read like contributions to a newsletter
for teachers dealing with Japanese students in Britain: each explains the problems encountered and
strategies adopted by a particular teacher in a specific school. Each is written in its own idiosyncratic
way: some offering contextual information, others not, many mixing observations of classroom behaviour

with generalisations about Japanese and British culture, and most offering advice with varying degrees of
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consideration of its applicability to other contexts. The impression the reader gains from all this is that
Japanese children face an identifiable set of problems in British schools and that many of those schools
have adopted measures to help with those problems. Yumiko Shibata's essay in Part 4 stands out from
the rest as a very moving personal account of her son's near-disastrous first days at a British school and
should be read as a cautionary tale by parents and teachers alike.

The final section of the book, titled "Learning and Teaching Other Languages", is something of a
mystery to this reader at least. Three essays explain the problems and joys encountered by people in
Britain who study Japanese. The relevance of these essays is never explained. A fourth, by bilingualism
scholar Viv Edwards, outlines, in general terms, a theoretically and pedagogically sound approach to
multilingual classrooms, but never mentions Japanese students specifically.  This last chapter will
probably be of more use to teachers in Britain than all of the anecdotal essays in Parts 3 and 4 combined,
yet it never really directly addresses the topic of the book.

Surprisingly, given the rather eclectic editorial approach, there is no mention in the book of the
experiences of other immigrant children in British schools. The reader is given no feeling for how special
or typical the Japanese case is. | was left, then, wondering just who this book is intended for. It is too
anecdotal to be of much use to serious students of bilingualism, comparative education or
multiculturalism. Perhaps it is intended for teachers. If so, several aspects of the organisation are
problematic. It may be intended for parents of Japanese children about to enter the British education
system, but why then is it written in English?

A more useful question is what the book offers for BSIG members: A look in the mirror, a chance to
see what happens to children whose situation is in some ways the reverse of that of our own children; a
sketch of differences between education systems in Japan and Britain; and, if you are thinking of taking

your culturally and linguistically Japanese child to Britain, a preview of what might await you both there.

Reviewed by Stephen M. Ryan, Eichi (Sapientia) University
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