In Search of Education
Ronald S. Zavislak

My dream in life was to work to help people from different countries reach
understanding through peaceful means and communication. After my experiences in the
military during the Vietnam Conflict, I entered the university to study history, politics
and international relations with the goal of working for the U.S. government in the
future, building bridges between cultures. This goal shifted after an experience teaching
children during the summer of my third year at the university.

Someone asked me to work with kindergarten and elementary school children,
teaching English. One of the students I had been teaching for only about six months
invited me to watch the annual sports event at her elementary school. When I appeared
at the school, her teacher pointed at me, saying he was surprised that a “foreigner” was
visiting their school. The girl went up to her teacher and said, “He’s my teacher and you
are my teacher, why are you using a word that makes him different?”” I was as amazed
as he was, but more importantly it impressed upon me the powerful impact teaching
young people could have. In only six months this young person had grasped the concept
of how people treat others differently. I realized then that my goal of getting people to
respect and communicate with each other could be better achieved through teaching.

In 1976, upon graduating, I got my first part-time university teaching position at
Seijo University. Being a postgraduate student, I was not much older than my students.
At that time I also became involved with teaching English at kindergartens, which was
not only exciting but also groundbreaking, as there were not many male instructors at
kindergartens in Japan. Working with young people was a great learning experience for
both me and my students. After writing an article on this new field in Japan, of teaching
children English, the critique of the article concluded that my teaching methodology
was good but that I needed a theoretical foundation. This started me on my journey to
discover and answer questions concerning being and becoming an effective educator.
What is a “good” teacher? What are reasonable goals for teaching language or any
other classes only once a week? In teaching language, is only acquiring a skill enough
or should we be transmitting content through our teaching? These and many more
questions pushed me to continue my studies throughout the course of my career. Always

trying to find better and more effective ways to teach and help students discover the joy
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of learning, I have taken courses every year until this day looking for answers.

Seikei University was an institution that fit very well with my own educational
philosophy. Becoming an educator here has continually been a source of much pride.
The greatest gift for a school and its teachers is seeing the students succeed, live good
lives and benefit themselves as well as society. The values of founder Nakamura Haruji
gave me hope that at Seikei I could help educate future leaders of Japan. His ideals of
“respecting individuality” and “cultivating one’s character” were very much in line with
my idea of a “valuable” education. He also attacked the “overemphasis on intellectual
education” and “the standardization” of education at the expense of the importance of a
humane and creative education for the nation’s and the individual’s future.

These values also motivated me to devote a great deal of my energy to the
development of Seikei’s international exchange programs. Nakamura Sensei had
incredible insight. When I became a teacher in Japan, there were a lot of programs
that sent many students abroad but accepted few. Seikei University wanted exchange
programs, not just one way programs, and to my knowledge was among the few that
gave academic credit for these programs. Seikei’s longstanding programs with St.
Paul’s in the U.S. (65 years) and Cowra in Australia (45 years) are incredible legacies
to international exchange and show a long history of Seikei’s belief that international
exchange is of great value to Japan’s future. I am a firm believer in the value of study
abroad exchange programs and hope that my contribution to programs in over 10
countries will benefit Seikei University and Japan in its ability to contribute solutions to
future world problems.

My philosophy toward education has been cogently expressed by Benjamin
Franklin, “Tell me and I forget, teach me and I may remember, involve me and I learn.”
As educators we hold the future of Japan and the world in our hands. It is a tremendous
responsibility. I always say “Thank you for being here today” and the students act
surprised. But the fact that they chose to spend time with me is an honor that should
be acknowledged. It may be true that they may need the credit, class or attendance to
graduate, yet they have chosen to spend that time with (me) us to get what they perceive
as valuable input for their future. We must not forget or betray this incredible trust.
Respecting and developing creative thinkers as well as empathetic, humane individuals
is a responsibility not lightly held. Catch the heart and you will develop the mind, but

educate only the mind and you create a person who can only achieve for one’s self.
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We need not motivate our students but rather create an environment where motivation
occurs!

I would in this passage like to include those who have supported me on this journey.
I owe so much to Dr. and Mrs. Iwasaki, who pushed me forward as my parents in
Japan; friends like Ley who showed the value of true friendship; Ray and Dick who
were always there to mentor and advise and of course the Miuras of Mamanomori
Kindergarten who taught me much about love of education, art, and culture. But I also
need to acknowledge the incredible support of the Seikei faculty and staff, which cannot
be ignored. The English team, Professors Hara, Suzuki, Kondo and Miyawaki—and of
course Guy Modica—will never be forgotten. The International Center staff past and
present, who I will always respect and honor, were also an integral part of my success,
for without them none of the programs would have succeeded. And finally I am grateful
to my wife and family who have been guiding lights through difficult times.

So thank you. I hope that in a small way I have achieved building some of the
bridges I strived to build and hope my students will work hard to achieve a better Japan
and a peaceful world.

Professor Emeritus, Seikei University
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