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By Mark McAneny

  As a U.S. Marine Corps veteran, I have always been able to say that I "lived in Japan” when I was younger. But the truth is that living on Okinawa in my early twenties as a Marine was a very isolated experience. I was confined to the island, and even there we didn't have much exposure to the native population. Since I never even made it to the mainland during that time, my recent visit to Japan had a huge impact on me. It not only reinforced what I've learned from working with me Japanese community here at Lawrence, it showed me firsthand the dedication and deserved pride these families have toward everything they do. This trip opened my eyes to the amazing richness of Japanese culture.

  My trip to Japan had three main purposes. First was to be immersed in Japanese culture; second was to reconnect with former Lawrence School families; and last was to observe and learn about how Japanese schools (private and public) operate, with math instruction being a major focus. When I was preparing for it, the schedule seemed cut and dry: I would spend ten days in Japan, get escorted from one place to another, visit schools, see historic sites, spend time with Lawrence families, get no sleep, and come home.

  Well, even though all of that took place, something greater happened as well, something for which I'm forever grateful to those who made the trip possible. Everywhere I went, I felt a strong personal connection to everyone; every host I met became, almost instantly, a friend. Never did I think I would feel so strongly bonded to so many new people, in a new environment, as I did in Japan.

  Part of what struck me was the level of public concern and trust. There is something to be said for a society where you don't have to lock your bike, you can walk the Streets freely without a threat, trains run on time (on the minute), sugar is hard to find, and there is no trash on the ground---even in a city of ten million, like Tokyo. Everyone seems to be striving to do his or her best.

  I am a firm believer in the expression "it all starts in the home." The culture that exists at home affects the way we all interact with one another, including the way students behave in school. If children grow up with a "can do" attitude, they bring that to everything they do. If they don't, mediocrity will be the norm. Just like the United States, Japan faces the challenge of modern pressure on traditional values regarding respect and how parents raise their kids. In the U.S., the culture emphasizes freedom and independence, and you can see that influence in Japan, though there is still a really strong behavioral norm to respect others and do well.

  SET-J's mission is to expose Lawrence School teachers to Japanese culture at home and in its schools. I found visiting me various public and private schools in Japan really valuable as well. And while I will attempt to incorporate some of what I learned by introducing new routines into my class, I think it's even more important that I have a much greater appreciation and knowledge of what types of lives my Japanese students and families lead back home. My experience in Japan has given me insight into how to better serve my

Japanese students in the classroom, and I feel I can also help my other students understand a culture other than their own.

  As a result of this trip, I have begun to live my life differently, to see the world in a different light. I am inspired to do whatever it takes to do my best at any task, big or small!

  How will I ever repay the kindness, generosity, warmth and consideration given me at every step before and during my trip to Japan? Never in my life have I felt so lucky. I thank the SET-J committee for everything they have done and continue to do for this school. Long live SET-J! Arigato.
