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1. INTRODUCTION
1-1. Background

1-1-1. General background of the Village

In Japan, there are many villages which are suffering from depopulation and related problems. 732 out of
1,789 wvillages and cities are designated as “depopulating areas” by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and
Communication of Japan (MIC, 2008). These places have some serious problems such as the scarcity of young
people, the disproportionate number of senior citizens, unequal access to educational opportunities, the loss of
local culture and the deactivation of local industry (Thompson, 2003; MIC, 2008). Namiai area’ is one of these
regions and it is facing various difficulties, including school related issues such as a decrease in student numbers,

the closing or merging of schools, a lack of teachers and facilities.

1-1-2. The Sanson-Ryugaku Program

Sanson-Ryugaku is a program where elementary or junior high school students from urban areas can stay and
study in rural areas without their parents for relatively longer periods of time compared to summer camps
conducted in other countries. This kind of program was offered in 97 villages and cities of Japan in 2008 and 677
children participated in them (Zenkoku Sanson-Ryugaku Kyokai, n.d.). Currently, Sanson-Ryugaku has received
increasing amounts of attentions because of its effects on revitalizing remote areas and solving educational
problems. Community revitalization is the primary goal for the Sanson-Ryugaku program offered in Namiai. With
regards to the role of revitalization of unpopulated areas, the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries
(MAFF) noticed the benefits produced by conducting Sanson-Ryugaku in the villages where agriculture is the
main industry. Tamai (2003, pp.13) raised three reasons why Sanson-Ryugaku has been recently emphasized even
by MAFF. Tamai indicates the revitalization of farming villages cannot be achieved only by agricultural output
and needs more comprehensive methods including educational and cultural activities to challenge this serious
issue. The second reason he raised is the usage of agricultural land should not be limited to farming itself and
should be utilized for active learning programs through agricultural experiences to promote understanding in the
importance of agriculture. Eventually this can contribute to an increase in the number of people who are engaged
in farming. And finally, tackling the problem of youth such as stay-at-home, “parasite single” or moratorium
children, which cause a reduction in the work force is the one of the important roles of Sanson-Ryugaku that he
expresses. In addition, one of the expected educational roles of Sanson-Ryugaku is to provide “healing”
opportunities for children who have some educational problems such as truancy, difficulties in relationships with
classmates or learning disabilities (Kawamae & Tamai, 1997; Nakamori, Wada & Tokunaga, 1998). It gives
children the opportunities to attain “I/kiru Chikara” (The power to live) which has been emphasized by the

Ministry of Education, Culture, Science, Sports and Technology (MEXT).

! Namiai is one of the areas of Achi village, which used to be an independent village and was merged to Achi village in 2005 (Achi
Village Administration, 2005).
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Source: Authors

1-1-3. NPO “Namiai lkuyukai”

Presently, 14 children from urban areas are participating in the Sanson-Ryugaku program in Namiai village.
They live in a dormitory camp house which belongs to the Non Profit Organization “Namiai lkuyukai” throughout
their participation period in the Sanson-Ryugaku program while attending the local elementary and junior high
school. This program has accepted more than 100 children since its establishment in 1983. In 1992, the program
was cancelled > however due to requests from community members’ Namiai village was reinstated as a
participating community (Namiai Ikuyukai, n.d.). This program was first initiated by the former Namiai village
administration. At that time, Namiai was an independent village instead of a subordinate part of Achi village. The
village administration has entrusted the Sanson-Ryugaku project to the NPO and the NPO was responsible for
running the affairs of the Sanson-Ryugaku program. Currently, the budget of approximately 13 million for this
program and is one third of the NPO’s annual budget. It is transferred to the NPO Namiai lkuyukai as a subsidy to
the Namiai area. The village administration does not interfere in the administrative affairs of the NPO and Namiai
School is the only educational institution in the area which receives students from the Sanson-Ryugaku program.
Another interesting activity organized by the NPO is a summer camp for Japanese students from urban areas and

foreign students from other countries to stay in Namiai area for a short period. It has accepted some international

% Neither members of the NPO, nor pamphlets issued by the NPO clearly mentioned reasons why the NPO suspended the program for
a certain period. The answer given to the research group was simply “as a result of personal situations” (Namiai lkuyukai, n.d.).
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students from overseas and they put emphasis on international understanding.3 One of the characteristics of the
Sanson-Ryugaku program offered here is their motto which is to contribute and activate the local community
including the school. This shows that the NPO is not focused on dealing with educational problems caused by the
current educational situation in urban areas, which is the one of the objectives of Sanson-Ryugaku raised by Tamai
(2003). Along with this motto, the program selects children who desire to study in nature-filled environments in
the Namiai area. Therefore, it does not primarily aim to either support children with mental or educational
learning disabilities or solve these problems through Sanson-Ryugaku. The approach of the NPO in contributing to
the local community and school can be observed through their method of accepting children after considering
which grades in Namiai School will become multi-graded in the following year. The group’s research in Namiai
noticed the awareness of community members on the contribution of Sanson-Ryugaku to the local community
including the local school. Thus, it is significant that the recipient community is positively influenced from the
Sanson-Ryugaku program as well as the participating children who receive various benefits from living in the

local community.

1-1-4. Namiai School

As mentioned in the previous chapter, Namiai School accepts children from the Sanson-Ryugaku program.
There is no written agreement between the NPO “Namiai lkuyukai” and the Namiai School, still they occasionally
meet to exchange their opinions. The NPO does the advertisement, recruitment and selection of Sanson-Ryugaku
students. Although the school is not involved in any of the process, Mr. Yoshida who is the president of the NPO

said “We have a good relationship”.

The school was established in 1872 and the current building was re-designed by a famous architect, Yuzawa
Masanobu in 1988 (Namiai village, 1991). The school was built with spaciousness in mind yet its actual student
capacity is only approximately 90-100 students and the majority of space is used for facilities like the canteen,’
halls, corridors and playgrounds for extra-curricular activities. The building’s design is made specifically with
larger windows and open classrooms spaces to promote the concept of “Open School” philosophy. The approach
of the open school philosophy is “to allow students their own methods of learning at their own rate of speed in
areas of their own choosing” (Cockerham & Blevins, 1976, pp.165). Ozawa (n.d.) criticized that in some cases,
the concept of “open-school” is not fully understood nor conceptualized among teachers and only the building
with open spaces were built. The principal of Namiai School maintained the same opinion. He stated that there are
rooms for community members to gather and organize various types of events; unfortunately people of the

community do not take advantage of the role that the rooms were originally designed for. As the population

3 Two children in 1994, one in 1997, and one in 1998 from Miami State, U.S.A. participated in the program. In 2004, members had
intercultural events with some students from Russia. They had some Japanese American from New York in their summer camp as
well (Namiai Tkuyukai, n.d.).

* The canteen is large and not only the students from the elementary and junior high school but also the kindergarten (located next to
the school) can have school lunch together in the same space.
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decreases and the number of students similarly drops, the building is too large for the current number of 79
students and at the same time it is too large for school staff to effectively clean and heat in winter.’

The teachers expressed their efforts to include more practical components in their teaching and it assists
students in realizing the rich nature and their own abilities in doing many things on their own such as farming,
planting vegetables and cooking. This also allows them to build closer relationships with the environment and

6
nature.
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Source: Authors

1-2. Research Objectives

The main research objective is to identify the benefits and problems of the Sanson-Ryugaku program on
participating children from urban areas to join the program and the local community: local students, their parents,
and Namiai School in Achi Village. The research group will examine the current and future problems this program

is encountering in achieving its objectives.

3 According to the interview with the school principal, Mr. Sasaki

® One of the researchers’ observed classes was the Yaki-imo — baked potato as one of the integrated class. The students of first and six
grades learnt how to raise potato through previous classes and in that class outside the school building they made Yaki-imo over a fire
together.
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1-3. Research Question

Based on the above mentioned research objective, the study group has set the following research questions:

1. What are the benefits of the Sanson-Ryugaku program and how does it benefit the participating students and
the community including the local school, students, parents, and the entire village.

2. What are the problems for the Sanson-Ryugaku program and how does it affect the participating students and

the community including the local school, students, parents, and the entire village.

1-4. Research Methodology

Literature review on the subject included a review of websites of related organizations, booklets, reports and
various articles regarding the Sanson-Ryugaku program throughout Japan. After identifying the stakeholders of
this program, the research group decided to interview a majority of them outside of the parents of the Sanson-
Ryugaku students. Since the parents live in urban cities far from the Namiai village where their children are living
and studying, a written questionnaire was provided for their opinions. The interviewees were the leader and two
staff members from the NPO “Namiai lkuyukai”, one staff from Achi village Education Board, the Namiai school
principal and six teachers, four Namiai school students who were original citizens of Namiai, two parents of local
students and all fourteen of the students in the Sanson-Ryugaku program. Other significant opinions were
provided by local citizens who talked with the research group on various topics such as the education system and
current issues surrounding education in the village. Questionnaires were sent to thirteen parents of Sanson-
Ryugaku students with assistance from the NPO and eight of them responded. Regarding the location of
interviews, predominantly they were conducted at the subject’s work place, school or occasionally they took place
in such locations as the morning market, a soccer field before a game or even while walking with Sanson-Ryugaku
students from their home to school. Depending on the interview location the researchers took notes and at times a
tape recorder was used. During the fieldwork, observation of the classroom activities both in and outside the
classroom was conducted. The research group observed the process of classes from beginning to end and a

practical class outside the classroom which provided the students life skills and similar knowledge.

1-5. Limitations

The research time frame was a constraint for finding detailed benefits and problems. As a thorough study in
education demands a greater period of time to see results simply a single interview is not the best way to achieve a
universally convincing conclusion. Not all members of the group possessed a deep knowledge of Japanese. The
research group consisted of three international students and one Japanese student. This created a bottleneck in
communication and information sharing. It is also clear that one of the weaknesses of the research is that focus
was placed more on stakeholders who have a direct relationship with Sanson-Ryugaku and there were few
interviews conducted with people who were not directly involved the program such as the two local parents and

two community members.
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1-6. Conceptual framework
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Source: Authors

The above conceptual framework demonstrates how each stakeholder affects other entities and consequently
what benefits they receive from the Sanson-Ryugaku program. The problems mentioned on the left side of the
graph are the problems stakeholders face and through the Sanson-Ryugaku program some of the problems can be
solved. It shows the dual communities which are the “Physical Community” and the “Psychological Community”.
The former expresses the community wherein stakeholders live continuously and the latter demonstrates what
extent people consciously or subconsciously regard stakeholders in the community. Sanson-Ryugaku students are
involved in Namiai community by participating in the program offered by the NPO “Namiai lkuyukai”. The

physical community on the other hand symbolizes the stakeholders that are connected through Namiai School.

2. BENEFITS OF IMPLEMENTING THE SANSON-RYUGAKU PROGRAM

2-1. Sanson-Ryugaku Students and Their Parents

Sanson-Ryugaku students certainly benefit from the program in many ways since they are the target group.
From an academic prospective, the participating children can enjoy a better educational environment due to the
low teacher-student ratio; thus allowing careful instruction by teachers. Namiai School has only seventy-nine
children compared to sixteen teachers with office staff and a custodian. This means that, even though the average
teacher to student ratio in Japan is 17.4, the ratio in Namiai School is merely 4.3 (MEXT, 2008). One participating

child expressed that her favorite subject changed from Arts to Physical Education after she joined Namiai School

0830



%5 4 % The Impact of Sanson-Ryugaku on the Participating Students and Local Community

because in her previous school, she always repeated the same activities in P.E. class however now she enjoys a
wider variety of activities. This is a good example of children participating in the program and enjoying education
more in Namiai School.

Sanson-Ryugaku students obtain experiences only available in rural areas such as forestry education, skiing
and farming. Since children participating in the program live together in the same dormitory, they also learn to do
things on their own such as washing their clothes, cleaning and cooking. Through these experiences, even parents
of participating children in urban areas who see their children less than once a month can gauge the children’s
change in the attitude towards nature, other children and exercise. The program participants learn to think more
about and be more sensitive to their surroundings and natural environment and learn how to take care of younger
children. The general number of students is small in the school and it maintains both an elementary and a junior
high school. A result if this close proximity is all students know each other and subconsciously learn how to live
in groups of different-age people. Conversely, at urban schools there are a great number of students and there are
few opportunities to interact with children of different ages.

It is a good opportunity for children who were born and raised in urban areas to share information and
knowledge with youth of different social backgrounds and vice versa. One example is a boy in Namiai who liked
trains but as there were no trains in Namiai, he heard about them from Sanson-Ryugaku children who came from
urban areas and shared his passion for them.

Even supposing that the Sanson-Ryugaku program offered in Namiai is not aimed for participating children
to escape from urban stresses like bullying, some of the participating children told us that they do not want to go
back to their home school because their previous friends bullied them. The role of “healing” opportunities through
the Sanson-Ryugaku program as mentioned in the first chapter is a factor in this situation as well.

Various direct benefits to the parents of the children in the Sanson-Ryugaku program were not found as they
consider their children’s benefits above their own. However, the appropriate distance between children and their
parents in which they can meet at most only once a month and cannot talk on the phone except for emergency

situations does instill a sense of independence.

2-2. Community Members: School

2-2-1. School Principal and Teachers

A predominant reason for inviting Sanson-Ryugaku students into the community is to fill classes and avoid
class room multi-grading.” Every year the school informs the NPO of the number and grade of students that need
extra children to avoid multi-grading. The school representatives are invited to events organized by the NPO such
as the entrance ceremony or harvest festival. The Sanson-Ryugaku students are considered and treated the same as

local children. They are considered members of the school and the community, not as outsiders. When there are

"Multi-grading is “combining students from more than one grade in one classroom for the majority of the instructional day”
(http://www.usm.maine.edu/cepare/pdf/meg/meg16.pdf). In Japan, by law, if the sum of two grades is less than approximately fifteen,
they must be combined into a multi-grade class in elementary school. If the class includes the first grade, however, it should be made
into a multi-grade class only if the sum of first grade and second grade is less than eight students. (/AN F57520H 7f 728 D “Fff i)

S OB R B OREAEIZ B D5, W=+ =F 1A — g e+ 5)
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too few students in a class, there is no stimulation to compete with each other and the general atmosphere of
learning can become too relaxed. When Sanson-Ryugaku students participate in a class they are keener to try
farming and enjoy sports activities in nature more than the local children making them more open-minded. With
their arrival, local students realize the rich resources they have making the Sanson-Ryugaku students a beneficial

addition to the school.

2-2-2. Local Students

The Sanson-Ryugaku program offers many benefits to local students who are in close contact with the
children in the program. Outside of school hours they study and play together; even on weekends. They mingle
with each other easily and develop solid friendships. The local children as well as the Sanson-Ryugaku children
participate in special events arranged by the NPO including ice hockey, skiing, mountain climbing, tennis,
baseball, cycling and soccer. Due to the small number of students in Namiai School there are few sport clubs for
extracurricular activities®, so the sports activities offered by the NPO are quite useful for local students as well.
Occasionally, local and Sanson-Ryugaku students go for trips to other cities together. Students from the Namiai
area learn new things from Sanson-Ryugaku students including different aspects of urban life. At times, the local
students visit the home towns of their friends from the Sanson-Ryugaku program during vacations. After finishing
junior high school, the Sanson-Ryugaku students return to urban areas and like to settle there for further education
and future employment. Different aspects of urban life like supermarkets and public transportation systems such
as trains which are not visible in Namiai also attract the local children.

Sanson-Ryugaku is a stimulating opportunity for the children from rural areas. It provides an opportunity for
children from different social backgrounds to share information, interact with students from diverse social
backgrounds and develop lasting friendships. The students of the Sanson-Ryugaku program provide a new type of
mind-set at the school. It is a new type of relationship since the local students tend to become used to a fixed
relationship with friends who they know well for a long period from when they were born. The outsiders can
activate an environment where the relationships are fixed.

The NPO not only manages the Sanson-Ryugaku program but also arranges the Gakudo, a facility which
offers children a place to stay after school hours if parents are at work. Thanks to the Gakudo children do not
have to stay at home in solitude. It also arranges social gatherings, craft activities and sports events. These
activities are good opportunities for local students and community members to interact with the Sanson-Ryugaku
students. Sanson-Ryugaku children actively participate in the community activities of the village and can create a

healthy sense of competition with local students.

® According to the principal of Namiai School they only have a tennis club.

0850



%5 4 % The Impact of Sanson-Ryugaku on the Participating Students and Local Community

2-3. Community Members: Villagers

In the research, interviews with villagers were conducted at the morning market where local people sell hand-
made local products. The interviewees were two male villagers in their 70s who were born in the Namiai area.
The villagers voiced concerns about depopulation by stating that people tended to migrate to urban areas and have
fewer children resulting in less families participating in agricultural work. As a result, there are problems with
reduced numbers of children in schools. However, before talking about the education, they emphasized the
importance of eating healthy food and the possibility of this in the countryside. If agriculture education is included
in the school curriculum, it can be the solution for many issues such as depopulation. Instead of thinking how they
can promote more people to settle in the village or how to fill the school building with students, simply making
agricultural life attractive and interesting will automatically direct people’s minds towards the countryside. To
achieve this, the interviewees suggested that the government should seriously work to maintain local communities
and teach children the importance of agriculture and forestry.

The villagers wished “people saw the ground instead of looking far away.” For example, one interviewee
who was a soba noodle producer utilized the skills of making this product and tried introducing ingredients that
has medicinal values such as the potato-like Yakon vegetable or Kikumomo flower. The soba producer mixed the
freeze-dried powder of the Yakon and Kikumomo into the soba. Villagers marketed the local product created in a
traditional way and also had a high nutritional value. This made the product healthier and more attractive in urban
areas.

The villagers did not directly mention the advantages or benefits to the community members generated by
Sanson-Ryugaku. However, in general they expressed their positive attitude towards the program and its
participants. They mentioned that the community considers the participating children as part of the community
since the children actively participate in the social activities of the village. The villagers also said that the Sanson-
Ryugaku program motivates people to do things that they do not normally do or find value in. It revitalizes their
community by allowing members to “re-realize” aspects such as the nature filled environment and related

activities including farming.

2-4. Education Council of Achi village

The Education Council is trying to improve the standards of education in Achi village. They have hired the
services of experienced retired teachers to help the regular school teachers improve their instruction skills and
performance in the class room. These retired teachers hired by the Education Council who perform various tasks
to improve education levels in Achi village are called “support staff”. Occasionally, they themselves teach the
classes in schools as well as attend the classes and observe the teaching methods of teachers. The support staffs
identify the weaknesses of teachers and give suggestions to them. This year, supplementary classes are being
conducted especially to improve the mathematical abilities of elementary school students.

Three junior high schools will merge into Achi Village Junior High School over the next three years. The

Educational Council arranges school visits for the children to ensure a smooth merger of the schools by letting
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students attend the activities of the other schools. In addition, its objective is to reduce the academic performance
gap among students from different elementary schools in Achi village in preparation for the merging. The first
year of elementary school is crucial because in this grade children build the basis of scholastic knowledge. If the
academic performance gap among students is not bridged then this rift can persist and continue to grow with the
passage of time. Also, in order to facilitate the smooth merger of schools, the Educational Council and school
principals meet regularly to discuss varying issues.

The Sanson-Ryugaku program contributes to the empowerment of the community as a whole. It has a long
history and is accepted by the local community. The program offers many benefits to local students and
motivates them to learn more as well as to help the school avoid the multi-grade system caused by a decreasing
number of local students. Sanson-Ryugaku is expected to continue both at elementary and junior high school
levels due to an agreement between Achi village and Namiai community. Namiai community wants to continue
with the Sanson-Ryugaku program however different communities have differing administration methods. Achi
village administration has not conducted evaluations of the Sanson-Ryugaku program after the merger with
Namiai community, even though the program has been conducted for several years. As explained in the first
paragraph, the Educational Council is not involved in administration of Sanson-Ryugaku, although staff members

do attend programs arranged by the NPO.

2-5. Namiai branch of Achi Village Administration

The relationship between the school and community is not of an academic nature alone, rather it is social.
Both students and community members participate in sports festivals and other school activities since the concept
of the community school is very important for the village. The ministry of education also intended to promote the
interaction between school and community by making the school the center of community activities. The
summary below explains the finding of the interview with the director of the Namiai branch of Achi village
administration. He explained the unique qualities of Namiai School, its relationship with the community and the
Sanson-Ryugaku program.
Namiai School was established with the idea of the “open school” philosophy as discussed in section 1-1-4.
The local people accepted the concept and adopted it willingly. The previous Namiai School building was an
ordinary D-box type school and was more orthodox in its architecture and design. The director of education at that
time was interested in having a closer relationship between the school and the community, and invited residents to
discuss the idea of an open school. In this way, the architecture of the new Namiai school building was
intentionally designed in order to facilitate the close relationship between the school and the community. A
university professor from Tokyo later visited Namiai village supporting the idea of an open school project by
providing suggestions for the creation of the new school in Namiai community.
The Sanson-Ryugaku program supplied an opportunity to the local residents and students to rediscover their
own community through the presence of participating children from outside of the region. Local students
experienced the natural beauty, environment and assets of their village with the children from urban areas and

gained the ability to see things from a different perspective. They learned to appreciate cultural treasures in a new
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way through the motivation of children from other communities; without this stimulation they would simply have
taken their surroundings for granted.

The Sanson-Ryugaku students are considered a part of the local community by residents. Their victory in
social games like marathon is considered a victory for the community. They participate in community activities in
the same way as locals do extending courtesy and respect to other members of the community. These students

bring new talents, ideas and thinking to the school and community as a whole.

2-6. NPO “Namiai lkuyukai”

According to the NPO Head Mr. Yoshida, the Sanson-Ryugaku program has a two pronged objective: “to

revitalize the community and to empower students with life skills and strong souls™

. In different areas in Japan,
Sanson-Ryugaku programs are implemented differently depending on the regional context. Some operate with a
single purpose to support urban students who are falling behind the rest of their class in terms of grades or due to
mental illness. The Sanson-Ryugaku program in Namiai village has two goals and one of them concerns
revitalization of the local community.

Maintaining this program helps members of local community realize the resources they possess and their
value. Since urban students in the Sanson-Ryugaku program are aware that the opportunities in Namiai are only
available there and not in their hometowns, they are very keen to participate in all kinds of activities. Local
students do not necessarily want to go skiing frequently but by seeing the Sanson-Ryugaku students actively
participating in those activities, local students realize that there are valuable resources around them. This inspires
them to take advantage of these opportunities and participate in the same sports. There is a positive influence to
motivate the local students.

Sanson-Ryugaku students are certainly a good addition to the school system for prevention of multi-grading.
As it has mutual benefits for the participating students and the community, the demand for participation among
urban parents is increasing on a yearly basis and as of this year more than 100 students have gone through the
program. One of the most beneficial features of the Sanson-Ryugaku program is that both the staff and students

participate with their own interests in mind and still enjoy living in the same environment.

3. PROBLEMS FOR THE SANSON-RYUGAKU PROGRAM

By conducting the research, a range of outstanding benefits were found with all of the stakeholders, however,
the study group found a number of problems regarding Sanson-Ryugaku program in Namiai. Some difficulties the
participating youth will face when they get back to their original homes in urban areas were encountered through
the research. Some participants became much more interested in sports and other outdoor activities instead of

academics. In Japan, juku (cram schools) play a crucial role in enhancing children’s academic knowledge and

? From the interview conducted to the NPO president, Mr. Yoshida
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preparing them for high school entrance examinations, which is not offered in Namiai. When children return to
school in their hometown, there will be an academic gap causing them duress. There are concerns about whether
the students will be able to adjust themselves to the urban environment. In addition, the program accepts only
elementary and junior high school students so they must go back to urban areas when they become high school
students. It is not easy for the participating children to collect information from high schools in urban areas and
prepare for entrance examinations. '’

Currently, the trend of migrating from rural areas to urban centers for education and work is increasing.
However, conversely due to the quality educational and natural environment of Namiai, there are some families
which have moved there for the sake of their children education through experiencing the Sanson-Ryugaku
program. Sanson-Ryugaku can be the initial factor urging outsiders to notice the beautiful surroundings of the
Namiai community. The problem remains however, that although families do move to the community, it is not
permanent and they usually leave when their children enter high school. Even local youth decide to go to the high
schools which are located in urban areas so they must move to a location near the schools. As a result, the families
of these children also move otherwise the students would have to travel for long periods of time or live alone
without their family to reach school. Some of the parents who send their children on the Sanson-Ryugaku program
would like to move to Namiai area, but this is difficult because Namiai does not have sufficient job opportunities
for them.

From the previous problems raised in the above paragraph, it is clear that the physical distance of a school
and where the family lives are one of the concerns for parents in sending their children to school. With this
precondition, one can expect negative consequences to the Sanson-Ryugaku program after Namiai Junior School
merges with Achi Third School in the 2010 academic year. A dramatic reduction in the number of children
applying for the program is not an unreasonable prediction.

Moreover, as mentioned in the first chapter, it is a burden for the Achi Village administration to financially
support the NPO conducting Sanson-Ryugaku. The Achi Village administration’s annual budget was 5,781 million
yen in 2007 (Achi village administration, n.d.), however the administration provides approximately thirteen
million yen in subsidies per a year."' If you consider there are only 14 children participating in the Sanson-
Ryugaku program, this is an expensive portion of the budget.

Since the Sanson-Ryugaku program has not been become well known among people in urban areas yet, many
people have preconceptions of the parents who send their children on the Sanson-Ryugaku program. They battle
misconceptions that their children are neglected or they have social problems such as being bullied or school
truancy. The organizing NPO needs to demonstrate to the general populace that there are more benefits to the

program than simply escaping urban stresses.

10 According to the interview to the president of the NPO, Mr. Yoshida
" According to the interview to Mr. Sasaki form Education Counsel of Achi village
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4. CONCLUSION

The research demonstrates that the program has mutually beneficial effects on the Sanson-Ryugaku students
and the local community. This mutual relationship is promoted by the active and positive attitudes of both sides.
Sanson-Ryugaku students participate in local events such as festivals or races and interact with local people living
in Namiai area. This is partially due to the acceptance policy of the NPO “Namiai Ikuyukai” and participants are
carefully chosen when they apply. The community members of Namiai consider the participating children as
members of the community, not outsiders, which is one of the reasons for the success. Namiai School which
accepts all of the Sanson-Ryugaku students was established as an “open-school” wherein local community
members can participate and join school activities. However, the strong relationship between local community and
school is becoming weaker as time passes. This is partially due to the fact that teachers at Namiai School have
changed repeatedly and there are few instructors who were present at the time of the schools establishment.
Another reason is that after the Namiai area merged with Achi village and lost their autonomy in 2006 people have
begun to lose the enthusiasm they had when the school was established. This situation was criticized by the head
of the Namiai branch of the Achi village administration who oversaw the establishment of Namiai School with the
cooperation of community members and the principal of Namiai School. There is room for improvement for
establishing better community based school, still the relationship between school and community members
remains strong. From this, it is clear that the open and flexible environment of accepting Sanson-Ryugaku children
is firmly established as residents realize the need to revitalize their community with the cooperation with school,
and also the importance of educating the children. However, most of these benefits generated both in the recipient
community and participating children are not clearly visible; therefore people who do not know much about
Sanson-Ryugaku can easily maintain negative perceptions towards parents who send their children on the program.

In addition, although most stakeholders agree on the positive impacts of the Sanson-Ryugaku program on the
Namiai community, sustainability of the program is being questioned. Financial support from Achi village
administration is relatively large portion of the NPO’s budget and the amount of the subsidy is shrinking each
year.'> Also, the number of children participating in the program may be reduced in the future because of the
merging of Namiai Junior High School. It consequently will cause more serious financial instability for continuing
the program.

The real challenge of the Sanson-Ryugaku program offered in Namiai is how to expand the program to more
children and broader areas. Thus far, it is only offered in the Namiai community, however, Namiai junior high
school will merge with Achi Village Third Junior High School in the near future and there is a need of arrange a
dialog among the different communities of Achi village on the future of the program. In addition, there is a need to
expand the number of Sanson-Ryugaku students. One possibility for expansion is to invite international students
for the Sanson-Ryugaku program. Since agriculture in Achi village is very important, the technology used in this
area is an attractive aspect to people from foreign countries. Community members could utilize these resources

and attract people not only from domestic markets, but also from other countries. Although the NPO and the

2 Mr. Yoshida mentioned the amount of budget in the interview we conducted.
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Educational Council already have financial difficulties in maintaining the Sanson-Ryugaku program,
decentralization is being promoted in Japan and correspondingly subsidies from the central government are
shrinking (Ministry of Finance, 2007). Therefore, for future direction, the Sanson-Ryugaku program should be
offered with increased involvement from more stakeholders including members of the private sectors and parents
who send children to the program.

Depopulation is the biggest challenge faced by the Achi village as well as other rural areas of Japan. Nagano
prefecture has the second highest rate of village mergers after Hokkaido Prefecture. The trend of late marriages is
also becoming prevalent among the young generation. Therefore, the number of children is decreasing gradually.
Besides the Sanson-Ryugaku program, however, there seem to be other attractions for people from urban areas to
migrate to Namiai area. For example this year, 6 students transferred from urban areas to Namiai School because
their parents became employed in the Forestry and Tourism Industries. This may be the result of Achi
administration’s efforts to attract more residents. In addition, all the interviewees including the parents of local
students who moved to Namiai were attracted by the beautiful surroundings and the possibilities to do business
while being able to avoid urban stress. It was seen through the research that interest in moving to rural areas
already exists among people in urban settings yet the effective and practical policy for mobilization, fitting in the
local context and meeting the urban people’s needs is still necessary.

For future direction, we would like to emphasize the need of further research of graduate students. As
mentioned earlier, the research found some difficulties that participating children face when they return to urban
areas. Parents raise concerns about whether their children will be able to readjust to the urban environment.
Conversely, one of the aims of this program is aiming to eventually influence and change schools in urban areas
through the graduates playing a leading role in when they return to their home schools. There is a need to observe

the future of the graduates of Sanson-Ryugaku to fully understand the effects of the program.
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