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2 . Trip to the UK International Exchange Coordinator

Robert Cooper

Last November Dr Iwano and I took a group of 17 students to the UK for a
ten-day study tour, which focused on British society today and the British education
system. I thoroughly enjoyed planning and organising the trip with Dr Iwano and [
hope that all the students found it enjoyable, educational and stimulating. My aim
was to challenge the students’ preconceptions of what kind of country the UK is and
introduce them to the ‘real’ Britain.

Despite its size (two thirds the size of Japan), the UK is an extremely
diverse country. The differences between urban and rural areas is far more
pronounced in Britain than in Japan and the group were able to witness this on the
train journey from London to Leeds in the North of England. Whereas the
shinkansen from Tokyo to Osaka winds through virtual unending urban sprawl, the
view from trains only half an hour from central London is of green fields dotted with
sheep, cows and horses.

Britain’s diversity is however not limited just to its landscape, but extends
to its inhabitants as well. Britain has a long history of accepting immigrants from
areas that were once part of the British Empire (India, Pakistan, the West Indies,
Hong Kong and parts of Africa...) as well as Jews fleeing persecution in Central and
Eastern Europe before and during the Second World War and more recently, asylum
seekers from regions of conflict throughout the world: Kosovo, Somalia, Iraq,
Afghanistan etc. In fact, UN reports show that in 2002 the UK received more
requests for asylum than any other country. Britain’s multiculturalism must have
been evident to the group as soon as we arrived in London, our first destination.
Just walking around central 'London, one encounters people from a huge variety pf
ethnic backgrounds, working and living in tlge city.

During our time in Britain, the students were able not just to observe the
various communities that inhabit London, but also to meet and interact with
members of those communities. We visited the Hindu temple in Neasden, North
London (the largest outside of India) on Indian New Year. The hundreds of people
dressed in traditional saris, the beauty of the temple itself (paid for by members of
the community) and the warm welcome we received were extremely impressive and
clearly illustrated the sense of pride and confidence the Anglo-Indian community

has in itself.



The same can also be said of the Jewish kindergarten and old-age home
that welcomed us. At the former, it was fascinating to see how the children who
attend this nursery are brought up in two cultures, with a respect for traditional
values combined with a modern outlook. At the latter, the level of inter-communal
support was clear to me when the head of the home explained how wealthy
residents subsidise those from more disadvantaged backgrounds, in order that all
members of the community receive an equal level of care in old age.

Describing British society as a series of success stories with no
shortcomings would however be a fallacy. Japan has achieved a far higher average
standard of living than Britain and the gap between rich and poor is far greater in
the UK. Our study trip did not gloss over this. On our third day in Britain we spent
the afternoon at Harrow School, one of Britain’s most famous public schools.
Harrow is attended by boys from elite families from throughout Britain and the
world. Its history and list of old boys is impressive and the Japanese language
classes that we were allowed to sit in on were no doubt extremely educational for
those YPU students who hope to become teachers of Japanese to foreign students.
However, followed by a visit to Community Links the next day, the discrepancy
between the two symbolises all that is bad about modern Britain.

Community Links is an organisation, based in a deprived area of East
London, that provides a range of services to the local community, including a
kindergarten, schooling for (often violent) children excluded from all other local
schools, a youth centre and entertainment for the elderly. After a tour of the
facilities the YPU students got the chance to meet and talk with the (mostly
Afro-Caribbean) children who go to the Youth Centre. Despite the huge educational,
social and cultural gaps I was moved to see how well they got on with and interacted
with each other. I hope that the afternoon spent at Community Links made the YPU
studeﬁts appreciative of two things: firstly, the similarities between peoples
irrespective of superficial social and cultural differences and secondly, the
admirable way in which Japanese society has achieved such a high standard of
living with very few left behind.

Like in all countries, there are both positive and negative aspects to British
culture and society. Although the study trip was only ten days, I hope that all the
students in the group not only learnt a great deal about both these positive and
negative aspects of the UK but also, through a comparison of Britain with Japan,
were able to look at Japan in a fresh light, appreciating its own positive and

negative sides.
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