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(1) Classrooms are filled with children with diverse characteristics. Some excel in
academics, while others struggle; some are skilled in sports, while others are not.
Despite the variety of students, the typical classroom has only one or two teachers. How
can teachers discover and nurture each child’s individual strengths? Perhaps the answer
lies in the approach taken by special support classes, which cater to special-needs
students.

(2) Special support classes are small groups designed to provide learning tailored to

the condition and degree of each child’s disability. In Yokohama, such classes
emphasize “individualized support” and are called “individual support classes.”

In December, | visited the individual support class at Totsuka Elementary School in
Yokohama. Out of approximately 1,000 students, 94 attended individual support
classes. In a second-grade classroom for children with autism and emotional disorders, a
morning meeting was being led by one of the students. After they watched a video
about an upcoming “toothbrushing inspection,” the teacher reminded the students to
bring their toothbrushes from home. This sparked questions such as “Do I have to bring
my own toothpaste too?” or “My toothbrush is electric; is that okay?”” Their questions
were entirely logical, making it hard to notice they required special support.

Since each child’s disabilities vary, individual support plans are tailored to their
needs in these classes. If there is a class of eight students, there are eight different plans.
Teachers prepare worksheets and schedules customized for each child. For example, in
a class for students with intellectual disabilities spanning grades one through six, some
children worked on multiplication worksheets, others on fractions, and some practiced
complex kanji. A few even attended science lessons in regular classes.

One notable aspect was that each class ended with  (3) “My Time,” a period
when students could freely engage in activities they liked. Serving as motivation to
complete tasks, My Time allowed students to discover their own interests and preferred
ways of learning.

Another boy in the third grade loves origami and can fold intricate dinosaur models
requiring over 100 steps. Although he struggled with reading, he could spend hours



looking at origami books. He showed remarkable spatial awareness, the ability to create
three-dimensional objects, and perhaps, perseverance. Similarly, (4) there were children

whose love for gaming led to strengths in computer programming. Principal Tamami
Ohtani, 65, said, “We work with parents to find and nurture these strengths.”

Children with disabilities are not the only ones who can benefit from individualized
education tailored to children’s traits and personalities. Historically, Japan has had
individualized education for a long time. During the Edo period (1603-1867),
educational facilities called terakoya, where the children of common people could learn
to read, write and calculate, allowed them to work on different tasks.

Yukitsugu Kato, a professor emeritus at Sophia University and a pioneer in
individualized education, criticized the traditional uniform teaching during a keynote
speech at the 2020 conference of the Japan Society of Education for Individual
Development. He pointed out that in the uniform teaching, the same learning task is
pursued in the same place and at the same time and in the same manner, expecting all
the children in the class to reach the same conclusion. However, children have different
levels of readiness for learning, they learn at different paces, and the learning materials
suited to their needs are different. Interests differ from child to child, and some children
may not be interested in common learning tasks. (5) As a result, some children are
always left behind, and dropouts are created.

(H{# Hattori, M. (2025, January 18). Special support classes help both students and
teachers. The Japan News.72 55— 2 EIEL TH D, )
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Does money matter for schools? This controversial topic of debate originates with

(1) the influential 1966 Coleman Report that found no connection between how much
money is spent per student and test performance. IPR economist Kirabo Jackson leads a

study that takes (2) a fresh approach beyond just examining K-12 standardized test

results to observing long-term effects, such as how much students earn as adults.
Examining changes in K—12 public school spending due to school finance reforms in 28
states, Jackson and his colleagues find strong ties between increased school spending
and positive outcomes.

(3) When a district’s per-pupil spending increased by 10 percent, those exposed to

the increases across all 12 school-age years completed more years of school—and as

adults, they earned more and were less likely to be poor. For example, in 2012 schools

spent $12,600 on average per pupil. Jackson’s findings suggest that a permanent 10
percent spending increase—or an increase of $1,260 per student overall—would lead to
7 percent higher wages at age 40 and a 3 percentage- point lower likelihood of adult
poverty among those exposed to the spending increases across all 12 years of their

public school education.
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(H{# The benefits of increased school spending. (2017, March). Northwestern
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If, ten years ago, you had asked me what was wrong with our public education
system, I would have answered, “lack of money.” But as I’ve learned more about the
problem, I’ve discovered that there are other factors that are more important—including
one I couldn’t help noticing even as a kid.

Moving from one school to another enabled me to experience a lot of different
teachers. Some are amazing, each in his or her unique style, and | remember them to
this day. There was the sly Mr. Quass, who made science experiments feel like the



solutions to intriguing mysteries: Mr. Kettlehut, in his itchy formal jackets, treating the
study of grammar like a challenging and enjoyable game. It was the good teachers,
more than the facilities or a great gym or classroom size, that stood out at every school |
went to.

| spent a brief period of my life in Japan teaching English classes to businessmen
and -women at large corporations. | was very young at the time, and yet | received
incredible respect from my students, not because | was such a spectacular teacher, but
because sensei (teacher) is a title that carries enormous importance in Japanese society.

In some parts of the world, teaching is cool. Sadly, this is generally not true here in
the United States. Our brightest students from our top universities don’t generally
choose teaching; instead, they flock to jobs on Wall Street or at management consulting
firms.

It’s time for a major cultural shift if we hope to really improve the American
educational system. We need to dramatically increase the profession’s cool factor.
Teaching should be considered one of the most important jobs you can have—which of
course it is.

(Hi# Chilcott, L. (2010). The road to super Tuesday. In K. Weber (Ed), Waiting for
“Superman”: How We Can Save America’s Failing Public Schools (pp. 49-64).
PublicAffairs, New York. 7ei—iiZEIEL THD, )
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