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How many sacks of rice:

India should revisit its priorities in education and
learn from Japan’s paradigm of the basics

By Asnok AsHTa

he signals from the
) Indian government's ef-
forts to limit the Anan-
cial freedom of the [IMs
W (Indian Institutes of
Management) and news reports
of students of medical institures
protesting povernment interfer-
ence are in stark contrast 1o the
Japanese education experience
—where the bigger issue for gov-
ernment is not how instliutés are
riem, but how access to good edu-
catlon is ensured for lts popula-
thon at large.

he role played by education in
the modernization of Japan has
arsused the academic interest of
researchers in many advanced
countries. Importantly, it is also
of grest interest among develop-
Ing countries and | belleve India
can learn from the priorities Ja
pan pursued in developing s ed-
ucation sysiem.

The lapanese have concentrat-
ed their efforts on the founda-
tions of the education pyramid of
primary, secondary and tertlary
education. This traditional cultur-
al bias on fundamenials remains
to this day; former prime minister
Junichlro Kokauml, too, was n-
spired by the paradigm of the ba-
sics. In his early days in 2001, he
would pepper his speeches wiih
the quaote “tsune ni senjou ni ani”,
which translates to "always be in
the battlefield”. This term can be
traced back to Torasaburo Koba-
yashi who is considered to be the
[ounder of the modern education
system in Japan during the Meiji
era ln the |B70s, Kobayashi is
also the protagonist of the Kome
Hyappyn (100 sacks of rice ) stary
that insplred Kolzumi,

The stary goes like this: Koba-
yvashi's village in Nagaoka prov-
Ince of Japan is facing economic

difficulties, A neighbouring prov-
ince sends 100 sacks of rice 1w
Nagaoka to assisi. Kobayvashi de-
cides to sell the rice and build a
school with the funds generated.
The famished samural and village
people angrily question why
Kobayashi won't distribute the
rice instead, What good is the
school when people are dying of
hunger, they ask?

Kobayashi replies that the rice,
If distributed immediately, would
jusi last two or three days and
there would be nothing left o
show for the 100 sacks of rice.
The school, on the other hand,
would survive 1o educare the chil-
dren of Nagsoka and the educat-
¢d populition would be better
equipped to face economic down-
turms in the future. He argues that
through the schoal the 100 sacks
of rice would multiply to 10,000
and then o 50,000 barrels in the
vears (o come. He explains how
education is fundamental to pre-
paring a sirong foundation.

Fortunately for Kobayashi, and
for Japan today, his people could
recognize the wisdom In his
words. They realized banle
preparedness stans with educa-
tion. The school that was then
bulli is tlll today recognized as

The thrust on
financial control
and equality in
access to higher
education comes
out of a
short-term view

the foundation of modern educa
tion in Japan,

Kolzumi learned the lesson of
concentrating on fundamenials
from Kobayashi. As Kobayashi
said, “The prosperity of a country,
the growth of cliles—everything
depends on people. Build schools
and develop people of ability.”

This story demonstrates a prac-
tical example that India’s leaders
could emulate. [ see several par-
allels with Kobayashi's village.
Ihe sacks of rice are a metaphor
for the government’s elforts—
where should they be invested?
In following a shart-term ap
proach, the government could
concentrate on issues ol eguality,
financial control, eic., at the level
of the Institutes of higher learn-
ing, which is whan it seems o be
doing. This atiempis 1o salisfy the
immediate hunger for perceived
equality. Alternatively, the gov-
ernmeni could concentraie on
bullding the foundations for the
future. Any effon that detracts at-
tention from primary and second
ary education dilutes the founda-
tion of the building—the stage
that we must recognize we are at
when one-third of the populace
reemains Hliterate,

Since my earllest interactions
with Jlapan over 20 years ago, |
have marvelled at how they have
progressed. India was ahead of it
alter World War 11 had devastaied
Japan. No doubt, help from the
US aided s rapld development.
But there was maore fo |f than
American assistance. One of the
*secrets” explained to me by a se-
nior Japanese business leader was
that even a devastated Japan was
fully educated. That educated
workforce served as the siromg
foundation for country's rapid re-
slifgence as is increasingly recog-
nized by the academic world.

The Japanese education system
ensures compulsory education till
Class IX. Over 93% attend high
school and most of them gradu-
ate, While a decline in the guality
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of the products ol Japan's educa-
tion system Is now belng debated,
it remains a fact that its educa-
tion standards are amongst the
highest in the world, The empha-
sls on school education has two
highlights. First, =alaries at the
primary and secondary levels are
attractive enough to induce the
brightest to take up teaching and
teachers remalin diligent in thefr
duties. Second, the ministry of
education, culture, sports, sci-
ence and iechnology is, as a mat-

ter of palicy, trying to create an
envirenment in which universi-
ties operate more independently
and autonomaously,

Il India could reverse its priori-
tv and concentrate on basic edu-
cation at the battom of the pyra-
mibd, it would contribute more 1o
broader economic prosperity.
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