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It is now thirty years since Prof Naoko Ota and her colleagues founded the Japan-
UK Education Society. Since this time, the society has welcomed many visitors from the UK to
Japan, and many academics from Japan have also been supported to visit colleagues in the UK.
Now is a good time to stop and consider what this exchange of ideas and experiences has con-
tributed to building and sustaining links between these two nation settings.

Even though we live in times where technology can help transcend any limits of
space and time, there really is no substitute for physically visiting another country. For those
of us who work in the diverse fields of education studies - perhaps with an interest in history,
or the sociology of education or policy and practice - the opportunity to visit with colleagues
and spend time in schools or colleges and universities in different places helps promote ‘the
on-going global exchange of ideas’ (Rappleye 2020: 50) but this exchange happens in situated
contextually vibrant locations. Spending time in the classrooms of another nation alongside a
colleague, who can help interpret and explain what is happening and why, opens us all up to
learning more deeply about the place being visited, and perhaps too, about our provision at
home.

Some time ago, Angela Little wrote about some of the benefits of international and
comparative education. One point she made was the usefulness of making the familiar unfamil-
lar - seeing similar ‘problems’ (Bacchi, 2009) being tackled in new and innovative ways and
allowing scope for educational professionals to critically analyse why certain practices are in
play. Little also suggested that comparative education allowed different forms of borrowing and
lending from nation to nation (as well as within national settings). While there are some well-
established concerns about ‘borrowing’ largely related to the need to recognise contextual con-
siderations, nevertheless seeing different policies being enacted raises the possibility of doing
things differently back home.

There is one more aspect of this sharing process and this exchange of academic think-
ing that also needs to be celebrated. These exchanges do not happen without the connivance

of some key individuals, who seeing the value of these processes, and working hard to obtain
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backing and support, actually lay the ground for the sorts of collaborations undertaken by the
Japan-UK Education Society. This is where I now want to turn to the pivotal role played by
Prof Naoko Ota whose commitment towards collaborative partnerships across our two settings
was influential in allowing many academics from the UK to visit Japan. Her scholarship, gen-
erosity of spirit, her enthusiasm and her enormous sense of fun meant that not only did many
of us engage with educational provision in Japan, but in so doing, we met and made lifelong

friendships.
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