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'Reading the Room': Why Two High School

Entrepreneurs are Building a Diary Tool for Japan's
Quiet Classrooms
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1_ Article

Read the following article aloud.

JAPAN Forward's "Ignite" column is a series where students in Japan share their voices in
English. Second-year high school students Uryu Den and Reona Monga came together as a
team to build technology for a problem they and their peers were experiencing firsthand:
"reading the room" of unstated feelings. They are innovating a technology-based solution to
promote self-awareness and security in classroom communications anywhere.

High school entrepreneurs are quite rare in Japan. Nevertheless, after returning from their
respective experiences of living and attending schools abroad, these two Hiroo Gakuen
students recognized both a strength and a problem in their Japanese classrooms. Taking up
the challenge, they are using technology to bring their ideas to life. Will they succeed in
getting others to join their project? Let's listen and learn.

Continued on next page.
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Part of the Japan Forward 'lgnite’ series.

Reading the Room: Why Two High School Entrepreneurs are Building a Diary Tool for Japan's Quiet
Classrooms

By Reona Monga and Uryu Den

Returning to Japan after 10 years abroad, the hardest thing to learn wasn't kaniji, and it
wasn't math. It was how to read the room.

Japanese has a phrase for it: kuuki wo yomu, "to read the air.” It means sensing what
everyone around you expects without anyone saying it out loud, and adjusting yourself to fit.

Returnees tend to learn it quickly, because we have to. In those first weeks back, we noticed
that when a teacher asked whether anyone had questions, the classroom went still. No
hands went up. That wasn't because everyone understood. It was because nobody wanted
to be the one who didn't. So we started watching before we spoke. We matched what others
said. When a teacher asked how we were doing, we said daijoubu desu, "I'm fine," even on
days we weren't.

No one noticed, and that was the point. The room stayed quiet, and we stayed inside it.

Looking back, we began to wonder: when a Japanese classroom is silent, does that really
mean nothing is wrong?

A System Built on Closeness and on Speaking Up

Having lived abroad, we can see what Japanese schools do remarkably well. Homeroom
teachers pay attention to students' lives far beyond grades. Through daily homeroom and
one-on-one meetings, they stay involved year after year. Few school systems in the world
keep teachers and students this close.

But much of that system depends on one thing: students speaking up. Well-being surveys
and teacher meetings both work by asking questions and waiting for answers. In a culture
that values harmony and avoiding being a burden to others, the easiest answer is always
"I'm fine." The more caring the teacher, the more some students want to avoid worrying
them.

Japanese teachers are also famously overworked. However much they care, noticing small
changes in every student across a large class every day is not realistic.

Continued on next page.
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Writing Instead of Answering
That is why we are building "blesc," a diary tool for schools.

Under Japan's GIGA School initiative, students, mainly in elementary and junior high schools,
have been given their own tablets or laptops. blesc uses those devices. During a few minutes
of morning homeroom, students write a short entry about their day: club activities, friends,
doubts about the future. "Nothing special today" is a perfectly good entry.

The Al looks at what students write, and also at when and how much they write. It compares
each student not to the class average but to their own usual pattern. Only when a change
persists over time does it alert the teacher. And it always comes with a reason, such as
"more late-night entries recently” or "fewer mentions of friends." With a concrete reason, a
teacher can start a conversation naturally, without it feeling like an interrogation.

Not Even Teachers Can Read the Diaries
The design decision we care about most is that teachers never see the diary text itself.

From the moment students know someone is reading, a diary becomes a place to write the
"right" answer. That is especially true for Japanese students, who are so practiced at
“reading the room." What students need is a place where they can be honest without being

judged.

blesc also does not diagnose anyone. The Al doesn't give answers. It gives teachers — the
people who know their students best — the information they need to decide for themselves.
In the end, the one who reaches out should be a person.

Starting a Company in High School

High school founders in Japan are still rare. At startup competitions and pitch events, we
have received a lot of encouragement, but also, sometimes, a sense that people saw blesc
as "just a student project.”

Talking with many teachers taught us something important: What schools want is not a
perfect Al. They want a tool that doesn't add to their workload and can explain its reasoning.
Being able to stand on both sides, the students’ and the teachers’, is exactly why we think
high school students should be working on this problem. We are now developing and testing
blesc with advice from university researchers.

Continued on next page.
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Silence is Not Only a Japanese Problem

Students who can't speak up exist everywhere. When one coauthor lived in China, a Korean
friend told me something | have never forgotten: "By the time | felt | could talk, | was already

past my limit."

Different country, different culture, same silence. Some voices will never reach anyone
through a system that only asks questions and waits.

The closeness between Japanese teachers and students is a real strength. Technology
shouldn't replace it. We hope it can simply let teachers see a little further, so that in a
classroom where everyone is "reading the room,"” someone also notices the small changes

happening quietly inside it.
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Creators Monga and Den demonstrate
how the blesc high school student diary
works.

. (Screenshot, October 27, 2026)

Creator Reona Monga explains how the blesc
technology works. (Screenshot)
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2 _ Key phrases and vocabulary

First repeat after your tutor and then read aloud by yourself.

1. involved B85 L 1=
She stayed involved in the family business after moving overseas.

2. doubt &
He had doubts about the quality of the used car.

3. pattern {&[[]
The shop owner noticed a pattern in customers' buying habits.

4.judge Fli 9 %

Please do not judge a restaurant by its appearance alone.

5.reach out FZ2Z LHRS

Several neighbors reached out to the elderly couple after the storm.

3_ Questions

Read the questions aloud and answer them.

1. What do students write about when they use blesc?

2. What does the Al compare each student's writing with?

3. When does blesc alert a teacher?

4. Have you ever hidden your true feelings to fit into a group? What
made it difficult to be honest?

5. How can schools or workplaces make it easier for people to ask for
help?
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