Tears and smiles on graduation day
By Noor Jehan Mecklai
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“Hi, Sensei!” exclaims a small boy, skating towards me at top speed on the highly-polished marble floor.

“Good morning,” I answer, conscious both of my dignity as a teacher and of the friendly atmosphere prevailing within these walls. I don’t go skating off after him, you understand. Although certainly not above such antics I prefer to indulge in them within the confines of the home, rather than where we are now, at the Karachi Japanese School (KJS), tucked away among posh bungalows in PECHS, Block 6.

Most Karachi folk are unaware of its existence, though it is far from being a recent arrival on the scene. It was actually established in June 1965, and has outlived certain other foreign schools, celebrating its 40th anniversary in 2006, and having its own emblem designed by a student 30 years ago, while the school song was written by a former Japanese consul-general with music provided by a famous Japanese composer.

However, any seasoned Pakistani will understand that it hasn’t all been plain sailing. A mere six months from its opening the Indo-Pakistan War forced the school to close, and in fact about 20 more temporary closures have resulted from the vicissitudes of fortune peculiar to the developing country, such as heavy flooding during the monsoon rains. This is not to say, of course, that Japan does not have its share of weather-related disasters, brought on by typhoons, or by more rain or snow than even its superior infrastructure can bear. In the meantime, the school has somehow soldiered on, through thin times and times of abundance, moving to its present location in 1968, establishing its junior high school section in 1978, and acquiring a separate building for this in 1889.
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The medium of instruction is Japanese, apart from the twice-weekly spoken English classes given by three native speakers, and the curriculum is exactly that of schools at home in Japan — children usually beginning primary school at the age of six, and graduation from junior high school at about 15. The education system’s basic aim is to produce well-rounded citizens, in terms of moral and physical development along with academic knowledge. And currently there is a strong emphasis, in all subjects taught, on the understanding of the Japanese language.

This emphasis was explained to me by Yasunori Hiroko Sensei (surname + first name + title of teacher), who said that the underlying idea is that whatever we do, wherever we live, communication is a prime necessity, making language vital for both speech and thought, since without sufficient facility in this we cannot put our knowledge and skills to anything like optimum use. Furthermore, she noted, with the present-day concentration of youngsters on the internet, computer games and TV, communication skills are hardly being developed.

She continued in saying that nowadays, young Japanese may be heard to use some pretty unsophisticated language, so the desire of educators is to restore the lingua franca of the country to its formal glory, rather than allowing the rampant production of weird words.

Of course in Japan as elsewhere, philologists, educators and so forth realise that language as a living thing has to develop in new directions, that usages change; but there is a reasonable limit, and the beauty and dignity of the national language must not be caused to diminish — you may recall how recently the French have been up in arms against the use of Franglaise, forbidding the use of English words in French. And I myself during my 10 years in Japan used sometimes to weep for the death of the euphony of Japanese, English, German, French, due to the senseless adoption of foreign words where perfectly good Japanese ones existed; due also to the superlatively cacophonous katakana style pronunciation given to these borrowings.

Katakana is a separate alphabet used for the writing of foreign names and words in Japanese, and its over-use discourages attempts at the proper pronunciation of foreign languages, even when their use is necessary. After all, who could guess that “Funzaa” is supposed to denote “Hunza”, or “Subboo” to mean “Sahib”, or “Ts’tan-nekai” to indicate the legendary Maori hero Tutanekai?

A popular addition to the Japanese School’s curriculum is Karachi Time, which gives both classroom and direct experience of local culture. So visits are made, using local transport, to mosques (with an introduction to Islam), companies, factories, and to shops where children try out shopping in Urdu. There have also been lessons in the use of local musical instruments, and on a larger scale trips to Lahore to see the Mughal period architecture, as well as to places like the Salt Ranges and the Wagah Border, for example, and now and then as far afield as India.

Education in the customs and deportment valued by Japanese society naturally figures largely in the school, and recently we were privileged to observe some of the fruits of this instruction in the extremely beautiful and dignified graduation ceremony for junior high school students. Naturally, when Dad’s time in Karachi or wherever is up, the whole family leaves with him, and this may coincide fairly closely with the end of the school year.

A careful rehearsal of this and other ceremonies occurring on the same day — farewells to the outgoing gakkocho (headmaster), Maeda Tsutomu Sensei and two other teachers, plus a farewell to the other seven children whose families were returning to Japan was held on the previous day.

Such rehearsals are naturally part and parcel of prize givings and graduations in Pakistani institutions too, but differ in certain details. These details are vital to the deportment of both teacher and student, and prepare the children for similar circumstances in adult life. For example, when a Japanese student walks forward to receive his diploma, or to receive those of his whole class in a large education establishment in Japan itself, he must do so with head and body firmly erect, arms straight by his sides, and fingers and thumbs in a straight line following them. And when in the act of receiving, he must make a 45 degree bow (rather than the 30 degrees suitable for most daily encounters), holding arms straight out in front of him and allowing the awards to be placed gracefully into his. Nobody snatches!

Even in the classroom the children receive humble printouts politely, and I try to train my Pakistani students to do likewise. They appreciate this, and the explanation that if they go abroad they will be informal ambassadors for their country, and their whole nation may be judged by their individual behaviour.

Well, on the appointed day the graduation ceremony began with the singing of the element, eminently dignified, heart-stopping Japanese national anthem. This was followed by a speech of welcome and congratulations from Maeda Sensei, and soon after this the two graduands in their sherwanis were called to stand before the assembled dignitaries, parents, guests, teachers and peers. What a spectacle! Yes, there were only two graduating students, but the whole ceremony was performed with all the grace, dignity and aplomb of the much larger graduations back in the home country, with the national flag as a backdrop, a pretty floral display, speeches by the consul-general and other dignitaries, various awards given to both students and outgoing teachers, and everyone seated according to his status and designation.

Ever fashion conscious, the ladies were really worth seeing, with three of them in saris, while one or two sported outfits featuring those gorgeous Patiala shalwars recently so popular.

It is widely believed that the Japanese do not show their emotions. Don’t you believe it! One of the graduands was sobbing openly, and thus in no time at all most ladies were fishing in their no doubt well organised handbags for tissues. I don’t know how most of the gents managed, though from time to time Maeda Sensei’s voice broke, and he brushed away tears. One of my Pakistani colleagues was without tissues, but I dared not lend her my large gent’s handkerchief, being something of a nakimushi (crybaby) myself. Kya karega?

When the time came for the two senior boys aforementioned to make their speeches, they controlled their tears, the content of the thoughts expressed showing a maturity that they could probably never have achieved in the less close and personal atmosphere of the larger schools in Japan. And both voiced profound appreciation of being part of KJS, where they’d enjoyed many experiences impossible back home, as well as deep appreciation of the many-faceted support of their parents while here in Pakistan.

Similar sentiments regarding the school were mentioned by the seven younger students soon also to be homeward bound, while those of us who dared to do so wept buckets again during the heart-rending o-wakare no kotoba — the traditional sentences of farewell and thanks to the departing students from each of their fellows.

The marathon session ended on a happy and spontaneous note, with two outgoing teachers singing to their own instrumental accompaniment the song, “Arigato”, which as everybody knows means “Thank you”. They hope to return, maybe for another three-year stint at KJS, and who knows, they might just manage to be back here for the 50th anniversary of the school. Or is it the chance to put in a bit more time sliding on those marble floors that will eventually attract them like a magnet? n

