Graduation Ceremonies

Deas Richardson

I recently attended my first graduation ceremony
in Japan, and I must admit — it was quite unlike anything I’ve
seen before. Allow me to give you some brief examples of
differences between high school graduation ceremonies in
the American and Japanese styles. (Please understand that I
have only been to one graduation ceremony, so when I say
“in Japan” I really mean “at the one graduation ceremony
I have attended in Japan,” etc. I do not mean to generalize,
but merely to expedite things.)

The first thing I noted was attire. In Japan, the
students wear their school uniforms in the actual ceremony.
In America, high school students are commonly forced to
purchase single-use robes featuring their school colors.
(My high school’s colors were crimson and gold, but in
all honesty, when we processed down the aisles to receive
our diplomas, we looked like we were draped in ketchup
and mustard.) I also noted that the students were more
expressive in hairstyle and make-up choices on the day
of graduation, which made me wonder whether the usual
school rules had been relaxed for this special occasion. I
think that is neat, considering the importance of the day. I
was amused, though not particularly surprised, to find that
the students completed the ceremony in sock feet. However,
this is Japan, and the audience, myself included, was also
in sock feet.

Another difference that struck me was the rather
rigid method of moving through the schedule. In Japan,
everything is punctuated with a very polite pattern —all
rise in unison, all bow, and all sit — both before and after
someone takes the podium. In America, the politeness is
far less formal, but equally polite. We tend to demarcate
both the start and end of various speeches with a round of
applause, and the occasional standing ovation. I should
emphasize that, in spite of the casual tendencies in America,
there is still very much an air of ceremony at graduations.

Individual recognition of students was another
thing that caught my attention. In America, each student is
expected to walk across the stage, in full view of the entire
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audience, shake hands with a few important administrative
people, graciously receive their diploma, and exit down a
set of stairs to the side. In Japan, the students stand in place
one by one as their names are read, responding vocally, and
remain standing for the rest of the roll call.

The music was fascinating to me as well. At my
school, the processional and recessional songs were simple
piano pieces played live. They fit the mood perfectly and had
a wonderful hint of emotion to them. The songs performed
by the students were a different matter. In America, when
students plan to sing in front of their teachers and parents,
they are arranged on stage in a semi-circle facing the
audience. In Japan, it seems that the students simply stand
in place and belt out the lyrics with as much oomph as they
can muster. Both systems work well. The song choices
were also interesting to me. The school song is a must
at any ceremony in Japan. In America, school songs are
generally saved for college, though they do exist in some
high schools. When my students started to sing the song I
know as Auld Lang Syne, but which they know as Hotaru
no Hikari (or Glow of the Fireflies), I was baffled. This
song is not a graduation song. Far from it, it is most often
heard under the influence of alcohol in a bar or at a party
with friends on New Year’s Eve. In America, we have a
tradition of using the song Pomp & Circumstance for our
graduation ceremonies. This really amused me.

I love thinking about the differences between
Japan and America, but graduation ceremonies serve to
indicate a milestone in the lives of the graduating class in
both countries. Graduation marks the end of high school
education, and marks the beginning of the transition from
students to contributing members of society for some. It
marks the beginning of the pursuit of even higher education
for others. In any case, graduation is a wonderful occasion
and celebration is in order. To the class of 2007, please
know that your parents, teachers, and community are very
proud of you. Congratulations!
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