Like New York and Los Angeles, the city streets of Japan don’t sleep.  However, the Japanese lifestyle is quiet, reserved, and uncluttered compared to the neon signs, restaurants and shops that suffocate the streets.  Linearity, asymmetry, texture and color are characteristics of Japanese art, architecture, and even the presentation of food.  Japanese islands are filled with historical places, religious artifacts including stone monuments of Buddha and mountainside temples.   The Japanese gardens embody the simplicity of Japanese life and culture.  They provide the people a place to escape the pressures of daily life and relax in a tranquil setting.  In addition, the sand of Zen gardens is raked to represent the ripple-like wave effect and the stones represent the Japanese islands.  Explore Japan http://www.explorejapan.com/  
Throughout Japanese history the effective power of the emperors has diminished.  The emperors reigned over Japan for 1500 years but it was not until 1868 that the emperor became the head of state and held sovereign power. This absolute power was eliminated when the postwar constitution was put into effect in 1946 while Japan was occupied by Allied Powers.  This new constitution declared the emperor to serve as a symbol of the state that mainly participates in ceremonies and diplomatic meetings, but has no political power.   Japanese emperor http://www.japan-guide.com/e/e2135.html   Today the Japanese government is composed of a legislative, executive and judicial branch.  The legislative branch consists of 480 members of the House of Representatives and 242 members of the House of Councilors.  These 722 members form the Japanese parliament called the diet. The members of the diet are elected by the people. The voting age in Japan is 20 years but it was not until the new constitution was put into effect that women were granted suffrage.  The executive branch is headed by the Prime Minister who is elected by the diet.  The Prime minister in turn appoints people, usually members of the diet, to serve as ministers of the cabinet.  The judicial branch is composed of a court system in which the Supreme Court is the highest court in the country.  Other courts include district courts, high courts, family courts and summary courts.  Judges are appointed by the cabinet. Japanese government http://www.japan-guide.com/e/e2136.html
Japan has the third-largest economy in the world following the United States and China and has advanced to become the second most technologically powerful economy in the world, only trailing the U.S.  The Japanese economy works like a well-oiled machine where the government and industry cooperate, manufacturers, suppliers and distributors work together and a strong work ethic and group mentality exist throughout the nation. CIA-the world factbook http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/ja.html#Intro
With a population that has no illiteracy among people above 15 years old, and a high standard of education, Japan is one of the most educated countries in the world.  Japan’s high standard of education is a result of a centralized curriculum, similar textbooks, and consistent course content taught throughout the country.  In Japan compulsory education includes six years of elementary school and 3 years of middle school.   There is 100% enrollment during these first nine years and although the three years of high school are not mandatory and students must pay tuition, enrollment is over 96%.  Despite the extremely competitive entrance exams, approximately 46% of high school graduates continue their education at the college or university level.  The According to the 2000 Census Japanese Education System (1) http://japanese.about.com/library/weekly/aa061000.htm According to data collected during the 2000 Census, 43% of high school graduates in the United States continue their education in college.  http://usgovinfo.about.com/gi/dynamic/offsite.htm?site=http://www.census.gov/population/pop%2Dprofile/2000/chap08.pdf
Similar to American post-secondary educational system, Japanese junior colleges are two years and universities are four years.  Students who desire to attend college or university after high school must pass two entrance exams.  The National Center for University Entrance Examinations administers a standard exam twice a year, usually in February and March.  In addition, students must also pass an exam administered by each university. The Japanese Education System (2) http://japanese.about.com/library/weekly/aa061700.htm  
In Japanese society a person’s future is determined by the level of education he or she receives.  This society also ranks its schools and its students.  Pressures resulting from these societal values perpetuate the competition between students for enrollment in prestigious schools.   The competition in the current system has caused increase dropout and suicide rates, school refusal syndrome, and bullying among students.  These problems and the pressure on students to do well on exams are some of the reasons the Ministry of Education is implementing school reform.  The current system relies on entrance exam scores to determine how prominent a school a student can attend.  High-stakes testing has caused problems not only for students but for the entire education system.  Schools are narrowing their curriculum in order to align with the material covered on college entrance exams and to conform to what is being taught in juku.  Cram schools called juku, are another factor in determining how students perform on entrance exams.  The Japanese are allowing entrance exams to control the entire educational system and dictate the curriculum students are learning.
The academically credential society in Japan has made the college entrance exam an extremely high stakes test.  In Japan educational achievement is not only highly regarded, it is often a prerequisite for future employment.  There is a high correlation between university background and employment opportunity.  This relationship in addition to parental demands exerts a lot of pressure on students to score well on the entrance exam.  Students and parents view the exam as the stepping stone to their future success and employment.   Entrance exams are no doubt a motivating factor in student learning, but they have a negative impact on the quality of education in Japan and the pressures of the entrance examinations are seen as contributing to a variety of school-related problems, including an over-dependence on juku by students, bullying (ijime), school refusal syndrome (tokokyohi) and a host of other problems.”  Students are aware of the fact that “Japanese universities generally admit students entirely on the basis of the Center Examination and pay no attention to high school grades and letters of recommendation.”  Archived http://www.ed.gov/pubs/JapanCaseStudy/chapter2c.htmlAs a result, students are more concerned with studying for entrance exams than they are with their grades.  Attendance is sometimes poor because students will stay home to study for exams rather than go to class.  
The pressures of entrance exams are not only felt by students, but teachers as well.  Many educators fell the exams are detrimental to the education in Japan, especially in math and science.  Often, math teachers are required to speed through a three-year curriculum in 2 ½ years so students will have more time to practice problems and review for college entrance exams.  Math teachers are also eliminating curriculum to conform to material covered on entrance exams.  Although probability and statistics are considered part of the national high school curriculum, these subjects are not tested on entrance exams. Teachers fear that by eliminating topics and covering material at such a fast pace, students are not understanding the concepts.  Teachers also believe students are not comprehending math concepts due to the heavy emphasis on problem solving on the entrance exams.  Students are so focused on getting the correct answer that they are not learning concepts, but rather mechanical techniques to solve problems.  One math teacher commented, “I feel like I am just teaching students at this high school repetitive problem-solving techniques.”   Many teachers also perceive students are less-interested in pursuing math because it is so difficult to keep up with the curriculum.  Archived ……http://www.ed.gov/pubs/JapanCaseStudy/chapter2c.html 

Science teachers also feel pressure to cover the entire curriculum and finish the textbook so students will be prepared to take entrance exams.  Science teachers are also altering their curriculum to conform more to the entrance exams.  In an effort to create more time to review for exams, science teachers are eliminating the conduction of experiments in the classroom.  Experiments are not heavily emphasized on entrance exams.  Students do not have to perform any experiments either, they only have to know what the expected results of the experiment.  As a result, students are memorizing these results with no knowledge or understanding of what happened in the experiment.  One chemistry teachers made this comment regarding the failure to conduct experiments, “Take a chemistry experiment in which the mixture turns red. If the mixture does not turn red, students do not need to think about why it did not turn red. All that they need to know for the examinations is that it did not turn red. That is why I think that Japanese education cannot produce creative thinkers or those that can program computers. I don’t think Japanese science education is that good.”   The lack of experiments at the high school level is causing problems for science professors in college.  These college professors are complaining that they are spending too much time conducting experiments to compensate for the deficiency in high school.  They claimed the consequence would be “a second-rate science education at the university level in Japan. “Archived ……http://www.ed.gov/pubs/JapanCaseStudy/chapter2c.html
Juku, or cram schools, are practically a necessity students need in order to prepare to successfully pass the college entrance exams.  Japan may have the largest number of preparatory schools in the world and the only country that has “cram” schools.  A study conducted by the Ministry of Education in Japan found 24% of elementary school children, 50% of junior high students and 60% of high school students are going to juku. Most students attend juku classes an average of 2-3 hours a day, 3-4 days a week.  The college entrance exams focus on a “rote-learning type of written test and special training is required.”  The Japanese Education System (3) http://japanese.about.com/library/weekly/aa062400.htm The education students receive while at school is apparently not enough for students to successfully pass these college entrance exams.   Evidently, juku better prepares students and gives them a competitive edge.  
Many teachers are indifferent toward juku schools.  Most teachers view juku in a negative manner and one teacher even admitted “I’d rather have them study within the framework of the school.  It’s just my sense of pride.”  Teachers that share this view encourage their students to utilize the resources available to them at school and to study more at home to improve their grades.  Most parents were also indifferent toward juku although many negative feelings.  Some parents dislike juku because they want to instill a sense of ownership and accomplishment in their children for earning their own grades.  Others do not want to pay the tuition for their children to go to juku.   One parent commented that “Juku only teaches children how to solve problems.  Unlike schools, juku do not raise human beings.”  http://www.ed.gov/pubs/JapanCaseStudy/chapter1b.html  Although parents and teachers are disapproving of juku, they cannot deny the important role they have come to play in Japanese society.  
Some students attempt to study and prepare for entrance exams on their own.  There are several study guide books published to help students with their entrance exams.  Although the Center Examination is a national exam, there are guidebooks written for all universities requiring entrance exams.  Still, the leading resource for test preparation is the privately-owned juku.  Several students attend juku, but an increasing number of high school graduates also study at full-time exam preparation schools called yobiko after not qualifying for entrance to the university of their choice.  http://www.ed.gov/pubs/JapanCaseStudy/chapter1b.html The original purpose of yobiko was to help prepare students who failed to pass the exam on their first attempt.  Now many students are enrolling in yobiko before they take the test to more adequately prepare themselves.  As more students continue to enroll in juku and yobiko, high schools are responding to this trend by offering these classes in school or by satellite.  These high schools and teachers want to increase the acceptance rate of their students into universities.    http://darwin.nap.edu/books/0309065887/html/31.html  By incorporating juku and yobiko lessons during regular schools hours, teachers are not only limiting their curriculum to what is covered on entrance exams, they are conforming to the material that is covered in juku and yobiko.  
Evidence indicates that students who attend juku schools are usually more successful on entrance exams and therefore attend higher ranked universities.  Even though Japan tries to provide a high quality public education to all students, certain regions lack opportunities to go to juku or yobiko schools.  Neighborhoods are “important in determining the kinds of academic and cultural opportunities children have outside of school”http://www.ed.gov/pubs/JapanCaseStudy/chapter1a.html Differences in educational opportunities were also a result of wealth and income.  Students who live in wealthier neighborhoods more often were able to attend juku.  Many rural and low-income schools cannot provide extra-curricular educational opportunities that many students need to prepare for entrance exams.  The fact that juku give wealthier students a more competitive edge and help them score higher on entrance exams gives them an unfair advantage.  As a result, wealthier students are attending the higher ranked universities.  Students from poorer families and families who live in rural areas do not have the same probability to attend the higher ranked universities because they do not have the same opportunities to attend juku and/or they cannot afford to go to juku.  
America has its own exam that parallels Japan’s college entrance exam.  Although the Standard Aptitude Test or SAT is nationally recognized by all colleges and universities in the United States, it is administered several times a year and it is not mandatory to take the exam to gain entrance to college.  Students can opt to take the ACT, a different type of entrance exam, or they can attend a junior college and transfer to a four-year university after completing a certain amount of units.   Universities in the United States consider more than a student’s SAT or ACT score.  Students must meet several requirements to attend particular colleges and universities, depending on the prestige of the university.  Students must meet minimum grade point averages, test scores, and often need to provide letters of recommendation from teachers and/or counselors.  Unlike the Japanese education system, the education system in the US is also heavily depended on grades.  Students are required to attend school for a certain number of days in order to receive credit for that school year, and passing grades are required for promotion to the next grade level, or academic course.  As a result, American students are much more serious about high school than Japanese students.  

As competition for enrollment in college increases in the United States, so does the number of outside educational resources to help prepare students.  There are hundreds of test preparation books and study guides, not just for the SAT, but for advanced placement course exams and even for regular high school subjects.  Numerous online services are available on the internet and several test prep and tutoring companies provide one-on-one tutors that will travel to the student’s house.  For California high school students who are planning to attend a four-year university, the SAT is the most important high stakes test they will have to take.  Although the California High School Exit Exam determines whether a student will graduate high school with a diploma, the level of education required to pass the CAHSEE is much lower than the level of education, especially in math which does not test curriculum beyond algebra one.  The new SAT consists of three parts:  math, critical reading, and an essay.  In addition to the new essay, the math section now includes algebra two and not just algebra one and geometry.  

As students continue to compete for college admissions, many students are investing in some type of test preparation before taking the SAT.  Many students enroll in the courses because they are afraid of not scoring high enough to get into the college of their choice.  http://www.dailyrecord.com/news/sat04/newsat.htm Educators continue to disagree about the effectiveness of test preparation and parents continue to enroll their students in these programs. Many test prep companies offer some type of guarantee that a student’s score will improve, however it is usually not a money back guarantee.   Despite the fact that College Board has said the SAT is “uncoachalbe” it has started to distribute its own test prep materials. http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A12416-2005Mar6.html  Test prep courses and tutors are expensive, ranging from $800-900 for traditional courses offered by Kaplan and Princeton Review, up to $5000 for private tutors.  http://www.usatoday.com/news/education/2005-02-06-college-costs_x.htm    Because these courses can become expensive, many students who live in low-income areas cannot afford to pay for these services.  As a result, students in wealthier neighborhoods who can afford test preparation are performing better on the SAT.  Students with an economic hardship are at a disadvantage when it comes to entrance exam scores and ultimately when it comes to applying to college.  More affluent students who afford test preparation are taking most of the enrollment openings at colleges and universities, leaving the low-income students to go to junior college and/or get a job.  
Research from College Board shows “the SAT systematically under-estimates the academic potential of young women, students whose first language is not English, and applicants over 25.“  African American and Latino students scored 80-100 points lower than White students.  SAT scores often eliminate college admissions and/or scholarship opportunities for minority (and low-income) students who apply with strong academic records but relatively low SAT scores.   According to rules set by The National Collegiate Athletic Association, students who fail to meet minimum SAT score requirements cannot receive athletic scholarships or participate in interscholastic competition. As a result, several academically qualified African American athletes are denied these opportunities.  In addition, several states including California set cut-off SAT scores to determine if students are eligible to receive tax-payer funded scholarship.  http://www.fairtest.org/univ/newsatfact.htm The University of California establishes an index each year defining the combinations of GPA and SAT test scores students must meet to be considered for admission.  http://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/admissions/undergrad_adm/paths_to_adm/freshman/scholarship_reqs.html#score
“What is tested becomes what is taught.”  Teachers are beginning to feel pressure to teach not only state standards, but to cover material that is tested on the SAT.  As a result, teachers are narrowing their curriculum to focus on state standards and SAT standards.  According to one College Board study almost half of the high schools in America are offering SAT prep.  Focusing on test prep drills and multiple choice guessing strategies reduces the amount of time teachers can spend on worthwhile learning opportunities.  English teachers are complaining that the new writing section of the SAT focuses on how to write “formulaic five-paragraph essays rather than developing students’ writing skills more broadly.” http://www.fairtest.org/univ/newsatfact.htm I do not want to see high schools in America conforming to the SAT and offering prep courses during school like Japanese schools are conforming to material tested on entrance exams and taught in juku.  
I teach at Calabasas High School in California and I do not conform to the standards and curriculum covered on the SAT.   Teachers at my school are concerned with the California State Standards and may alter their curriculum to help students perform more successfully on the STAR test.  Most teachers do not “teach to the test.”  Some topics are emphasized more than others depending on its prominence on the STAR test, but we are not eliminating curriculum in order to teach to the test.  Our goal is to cover the standards and have students comprehend what they are learning.  I am not partial to rote learning and memorization.  I want my students to be critical thinkers and problem solvers who can apply their knowledge to different situations.  I teach algebra two and trigonometry.  Sometimes I feel students are paying attention a little more because this math is covered on the SAT, especially during the week an SAT is offered.  
Several of my students are overly concerned with grades due to the pressure of getting into college.  They are also concerned with their SAT scores.  The majority of my students are receiving some form of outside test preparation for their SAT exams.  The school I teach at is in an affluent neighborhood and these students are able to afford some of the best preparation courses and private tutors.  I would rather see my students putting in more effort in school that getting tutors to help them outside of school.  Many students do not pay attention in class because they are going to see their tutor later in the day.  Many learning opportunities are lost as a result.  As a teacher, I attempt to provide my students with memorable learning experiences and lessons they will comprehend.  Many times I think tutors are merely preparing students to take a test.  Tutors do not care about the deeper meaning or the underlying connections that are to be made in math.  If students paid more attention in class, they would see that what I am teaching is just what the tutor is going to tell them later in a fragmented, unmeaningful way.  
After going to the College Board AP Conference this year I held even more disdain for the SAT.  I attended several sessions in which College Board employees were demonstrating their newest test prep materials that could be used school wide.  It seemed like every where I turned, someone was trying to sell me something to help my students do better on their tests.  I think something must be wrong with me or the test if I cannot do my job as a teacher and adequately prepare students.  I already lose almost two weeks of instruction due to STAR testing and review for STAR testing.  I dislike having to focus on the standards so much.  Standards are already incorporated in what I teach.  My job is to prepare students for the next level of math.  Students lose this understanding when they are tested so much on standards.  We start training them to take a test and this diminishes their ability to see the larger picture.  Math is such a wonderful subject in which all of the levels link together to form an overall picture.  I do not think students can see this picture anymore, and it takes away from their interest in math and their motivation to continue to study at higher levels.  

After investigating the college entrance requirements in Japan and comparing them to requirements of colleges in the United States, I am a little more appreciative that I live in the United States.  The SAT may be a challenging, high stakes exam, but the Center Examination in Japan appears to be more challenging with even higher stakes.  Juku is a necessity in Japan unlike SAT preparation which can be accomplished by some students with study guide books and practice tests.  I do not want to see America turn into a society where destiny is determined by a test.  In Japan, a person’s entire future rests on their performance on one test.  In fact, I would like to see the United States rely less on SAT and ACT scores and more on a person’s entire high school career including sports and hobbies.  I do not like the fact socio-economics are so highly correlated to educational status in both the US and Japan.  Students should not be deprived or limited to a certain education because they come from a family that does not make a lot of money.  

The educational system in Japan is run more smoothly than the system in the US.  The Ministry of Education in Japan dictates the curriculum for the entire country along with which textbooks can use.  I would like to see the US move to a more centralized curriculum with national set of standards and a more uniform collection of textbooks.  However, I dislike the fact that students do not have as many educational opportunities in Japan as do students in the US.  Students in the US have the opportunity to go to different schools using permits and not test scores.  
