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For those of you who have to take the practical test – mainly those from the U.S., South Africa, and Jamaica - the practical test is not so much a test of your driving ability as it is a test of your ability to navigate a set course in the proper manner.  Sometimes the skills overlap, sometimes they do not. It tests your ability to control the car, whether it is going fast or slow.  It tests your ability to navigate very narrow sections of road.  It is a test to show that you are aware of any possible danger at any time, even if it is physically impossible.  It is a test to show that you are patient and careful.

     Opinions differ on which prefectures have harder tests, the cities or the inaka.  Every prefecture will have different levels of strictness about different things.  In the end, it usually depends on the proctor, so try to make a good impression.
     The practical test is taken on a private course.  The giant course resembles one at a driving school or at a go-cart park.   The turns tend to be marked with small signs indicating “B1” or “D2” or such so the proctor can be specific.

     You take the test in their vehicle, not your own.  The vehicles are full-sized white-plate cars that used to be taxis, so if you are used to a narrow car, be especially cautious.

     If you drive a manual, you must take the test in a manual.  Otherwise, you may take it in either.  Your reservation is not based on which type of car you choose.  Manual drivers have to adjust to the clutch quickly, but the proctors are aware of that.

     You will most likely be taking the test with other foreigners since there is often a limit to the number of foreigners who take it per day and you are all tested together.  In some prefectures, you ride in the back of the car as someone else takes their test and vice versa.  The proctor will usually be male.  He may get out of the car and politely explain as much as he can about the test beforehand or he might just wave you in curtly from the car.  He may try to use a little English, but more likely he will use none at all.

     Every prefecture has a different course and different levels of difficulty.  Try to talk to as many people you know who have taken the test, so you have an idea which details your prefecture is strict about.

     There is often a wait between every step of the process.  You have to wait in line to pay the fee, wait to turn in the application, wait to take the test, wait until everyone is finished, wait to be called back to the window and, if you pass, you have to wait to take your eye exam, wait to have your picture taken, wait as they confirm all your information, then wait to receive your license.  Bringing a book and snacks is a wise idea (though many driving centers have their own snack bars, sometimes restaurants.)
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Q & A
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GENERAL ADVICE:

1. Know the Course.  If it’s the same course every time, try to get a course map from your predecessor, a fellow JET, your supervisor, or a driving school.  Be able to drive the course in your head without looking at the map.  If you are unable to get the map ahead of time, or if the course changes every time, you will receive the proper course at the center.  Give yourself time to walk the course.  Most centers will have an hour preceding the morning test block (usually 8-9) and an hour preceding the afternoon testing block (usually 12-1) when the course is closed to cars and open to people.  Walk it.  Not only does it get the blood moving, it dramatically reduces the chances of ambiguity.  Things that are obvious on the map might not be so clear on the course, but you may see things on the course that aren’t specifically outlined on the map, either.  Walking the course leisurely takes about 25 to 30 minutes.  You’ll usually see a few other people doing the same thing.  Ask if you’re not sure if it is okay.

2. Exaggerate.  Everything you do in this test (from checking over your shoulder to untwisting your seatbelt to hitting the brakes) should be done in a slow, obvious, or exaggerated manner.  Make it clear that you are looking around a lot and checking your mirrors often.

3. Be Polite and Japanese.  Try to use as much Japanese as you can to make the proctor feel comfortable.  Even simply saying “hai” after a command will help.  Saying “arigatou gozaimasu” afterwards is a good idea too.  Questioning the proctor too much (beyond what you need to understand) might not be wise.  Getting angry or defensive will not help.  You are more likely to pass if you are polite and look remorseful about your errors.

4. Verbalize actions.  In some prefectures (like Ehime) the proctors like to hear what you are doing and, in general, verbalizing actions is a good way to avoid ambiguity later.  If you do not know a lot of Japanese, saying “Yoshi” ("all right; OK") every time you check your mirrors is one way to be sure the proctor knows that you checked.  Saying what you are doing is not always necessary, but it is never a bad idea if you are able to.
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Don’t be in a hurry.  The course is short and will be over in minutes, you do not need to rush.  It is easy to slip into natural driving when you know you are on an extremely safe course and do not need to check for people/obstacles/bikes/crazy drivers, but keep alert.  Remember that you are demonstrating how to be a paranoid, careful driver even when your  instinct tells you that you are on the safest road in Japan.  

6. Note Hand Placement on the Steering Wheel.  Keep both hands on the wheel at 10 o’clock and 2 o’clock.  Do not let your hand rest long on the gear shift or anywhere else.  When you turn, do hand-over-hand.  IMPORTANT:  Do not turn your hand palm-upwards on the steering wheel.  It will count against you.
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TAKING THE TEST

Before You Get In The Car 
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Walk around car and do the following

●  Bend down and look under the back of the car 

●  Bend down and look under the front of the car 

●  Before walking out toward the driver’s side, look both ways as if you are parked on a very busy street.
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Before You Start the Engine

Sit in the driver’s seat and do the following (in any order)

●  Adjust your seat, even if it doesn’t need it.

●  Put on your seat belt; make sure there are no twists.

●  Put your hand on the rear-view mirror, adjust if needed, and double-check the side mirrors.

●   (Lock your door – only some prefectures) 


Before You Pull Out
When the proctor has given you the okay (or if he seems ready) do the following in order:

1.  Check that emergency brake is in place, visually or with your hand

2.  Start the car with the brake pressed in [with clutch and brake pressed in]

3.  Release the emergency brake 

4.  Put your turn signal on

5.  Put the car into Drive [1st gear]

6.  Before you move the car, do the “full head spin”

■  Look over your left shoulder

■  Look in your passenger side mirror

■  Look in your rear-view mirror

■  Look in your driver side mirror

■  Look over your right shoulder

7.  If you’re clear, really clear, slowly pull forward

On The Road

●  STAY LEFT 

Most people know to drive on the left side in Japan, but it is not always obvious which lanes constitute the “left side” on the course.  Study the course beforehand to determine which lanes are legal.  The lines - sometimes solid, sometimes dashed, sometimes white, sometimes yellow - rarely help clarify except that you should never cross a solid yellow line. The course looks nothing like typical Japanese streets.  In general, there will be multiple lanes along the outside loop and just a singular lane on the inside loop.  The road through the middle may be a double-lane.

●  STAY REALLY LEFT 

Not only stay in the left lane but stay on the left side of the left lane, even if there is no center line.  The rule, especially when making a turn, is 70 cm from the left – about the distance from your knees to your toes – but I’ve never heard of anyone failing for driving too far left unless they slid against the curb.  It may feel like you are driving in the gutter; your right wheel will practically be in the center of the lane.  The only time you don’t stay to the left side is when you are making a right turn.  In that case, go to on the right side of the lane within 50cm (but be careful of the line!)  Do not drive in the obvious, safe place: the center of the lane.


●  PUMP THOSE BRAKES

When you slow down or stop, always pump your brakes instead of pressing down on them once.  This is especially important right before you enter a curve. The proctor will think you are going too fast in the curve, no matter what your speed, if you don’t pump your brakes several times beforehand.  Don’t worry about a smooth ride, instead be dramatic and obvious.  Speeding up and braking hard is preferable to easing off the gas and gently braking.

●  SIGNAL EARLY AND OFTEN

The rule is to signal 30 meters before the turn.  I say, signal as soon as you come out of the previous turn.  For the majority of the course, your turn signal should be on.   Even if there are other turns ahead of your target, still put your signal on.  (The logic is that a person behind you will know it is not the earlier turns because you would have had your signal on even earlier for those.)  Your turn signal might pop off a lot, especially in the S-curve.  Put it immediately back on.  When you are coming out of the Crank or the S-curve (see more below) remember to signal.  The proctor will probably tell you to turn, but sometimes, when you are concentrating hard on getting through the narrow section, you forget to signal.  

● LOOK OVER YOUR SHOULDER!

LEFT TURN  This is one of the most unintuitive, but important rules you must follow to pass the test.  Every time you make a left turn:

1. Look right. 

2. Look left. 

3. Look in your passenger side mirror.

4. Look over your left shoulder. (IMPORTANT!)

Looking over your shoulder and taking your eyes off the front will feel strange and often unsafe, but you must do it.  The theory is that a bicycle or scooter could have caught up with you while you were slowing down to make the turn and be riding along invisibly on your left.  Before turning the wheel, you must look entirely over your left shoulder, not just check your mirror, swiveling your head at least 90 degrees.

RIGHT TURN  When you make a right turn, the procedure is the same, but not quite as vital:

1. Look left.

2. Look right. 

3. Look in your driver’s side mirror.

4. Look over your right shoulder (OPTIONAL. Theoretically, there is no reason for bikes, etc, to be next to your right side.)

CHANGING LANES  When you change lanes, ALWAYS signal and look over your shoulder before turning the wheel.  Also, if you are changing lanes twice in a row, doing each one distinctly is wise.


● STOP FOR THREE SECONDS

This is a fairly common rule in many countries, but just to reiterate:  At every stop sign or blinking red light (the equivalent of a stop sign), you must be fully stopped behind the line for a solid three seconds before proceeding.  Count to three slowly in your head before moving forward.

● THE S-CURVE AND THE CRANK
What’s the S-curve? The S-curve is exactly that, a narrow curve shaped like an “S.”  Start slow and drive careful and intuitive, staying as close as you comfortably can to the right side (the side you can see better).  Do not forget to signal when you are most of the way through (your signal will probably pop out about three times, keep re-signaling.)   It’s not as hard as the crank.  What’s the crank?  The crank is a very narrow section of road.  (The proctor may sound like he is calling it the “clank”)  This crank is a road with two sharp right-angle turns, shaped like a square ‘S’ or ‘5’.  It is wide enough for the car, but you must get through without driving over the curb or hitting the vertical poles.  You may, however, reverse up to three times and you may run up against the curb as long as you don’t drive over it.  The objective is to try not to have your back rear tire clip the curb.  

Crank Technique:

1. Take it very, very slow [1st gear with clutch in most of the time] and enter it from a stop.

2. Stay as far right as possible and turn left at the last moment

3. Move left and try to stay left as far as possible before turning the wheel right.

4. Take it on instinct.  Try to sense where the edges of the car are and be prepared to hit a curb at any moment.  If you have to reverse, don’t try to turn the wheel too much, go straight back to where you came.

If you do have to reverse, be very sure to turn and look behind you before you do.  The crank takes a lot of concentration and it is easy to forget the simple things like checking behind.  In both the S-curve and the crank, be especially careful if you have to make a left turn out – it is easy to clip your rear tire.


● OBSTACLES IN THE ROAD 

1.  Something Blocking Your Path

During the course, you will probably come across a parked car or construction cones in the road blocking your way.  This is actually a realistic obstacle you will face in Japan.  There is a specific procedure for passing it, but it is logical and easy to remember:

1. Right turn signal

2. Look in side mirror and look over right shoulder
3. Move car into right lane to go around obstacle.

4. Left turn signal

5. Look in passenger side mirror and look over left shoulder
6. Return to left lane

Your signal is on the whole time.  Don’t forget that, if there is a left turn right after this obstacle, check over your left shoulder again, no matter how redundant it might seem.

2. Red Lights  Stop with your bumper well behind the line at a red light and do not rev in anticipation of green.  If there is a car in front of you, make sure you can see its rear tires when you stop.  Look both ways before proceeding, despite that it is green and your right-of-way.  [Manual drivers: do not shift into neutral before the car is stopped.  Keep the clutch in until you stop.]

3. Other Cars  There will be very few other cars on the course at the same time as you, but when you do come across them, give them wide berth.  It is better to wait a long time for a car in the distance then to turn in front of them.  Note:  Be aware that you may share the course with freight trucks and motorcycle drivers taking their tests.  Do not be alarmed.

4. Railroad Tracks  Not all prefectures have this as part of the test.  Know where the tracks are since from a distance they look like two funny bumps randomly on a road in the middle of the course.  The thin pole may not look like the railroad crossings you are used to.  You must stop completely, look both ways very obviously and then ROLL DOWN THE WINDOW to listen for a train.  Yes.  As silly as it may feel on fake railroad bumps, roll down the window and listen for a ‘train’ before proceeding.
5. Construction Zones  Two words:  GO SLOW.  Lean forward and look around every obstructed view.  Act extremely alert and cautious.
6. Crosswalks   You don’t have to come to a full stop at a crosswalk, but slow down enough (pumping the brakes a couple times) so that you could stop if a person walked out onto the crosswalk.  [Shift down into second gear if not there already] 

● ADDITIONAL ADVICE

■  Love Your Mirrors  Always keep an eye on your mirrors, especially before a turn or a lane change.  Look in your rear-view mirror before you brake.

■  Look Both Ways  Look left and right at EVERY INTERSECTION you cross, even if it is a traffic light intersection and the light is green.  If coming out of a small side street, make sure to look both ways before entering the bigger street

■  No Swerving  Make clean turns.  Do not swerve left before turning right and vice versa.

■  Make Wide Right Turns  Although you should take left turns as tight as possible, take right turns rather wide, especially when you are turning onto a double-lane street.  Sometimes this means you are driving straight forward a little ways before turning right.  That is okay.  Make it as near a right angle as possible.  Also, it is often preferable, to turn into the FAR LEFT lane when turning right, not the closest lane, the right lane. 

■  Avoid the Triangle!  You will often see a small triangle or diamond painted on the ground at turns.  They are turning guides.  Aim for them but DO NOT drive over them.  This holds true for pretty much any solid line.  If there is a little arrow next to it, try to put your wheel on that.

■  Speed  On the course, there is usually a long, straight area where the proctor will want you to go 35, 40, or even 50kph on some courses [up to third, possibly fourth gear].  Usually, the proctor will tell you where, but not always.  Generally,  if you are along the outside of the course and do not have a turn for awhile, speed up.  People have failed for not going fast enough.  The proctor wants to know that you can control the car at high speeds.  However, once you have reached the speed limit or the speed the proctor has indicated, slow down again immediately.  More people have failed for not going slow enough.
■  Downshifting Manual drivers: brake before/while you downshift.

■  Obstructed Views Sometimes you will pass an intersection with high walls on one or both sides.  Two words:  GO SLOW.  Approach the intersection very carefully, leaning forward toward your windshield as you go to check that the hidden view is clear.  In real life, this kind of turn would have a mirror.  The test site likely won’t.

■  “Slow” Signs (or marks painted on the road indicating the same)  You do not need to fully stop.  Treat these as a rolling stop, like it is a “Give Way” or “Yield” sign.  Proceed carefully, looking around, hitting the brakes at least once.

■  Hills  Not all courses will have this, but if you find yourself on an incline, the proctor will almost certainly have you stop.  Come to a stop.  Engage your emergency brake.  Remain stopped for a moment.  Disengage your emergency brake, press the gas, and slowly proceed.  The key is not to roll backwards before going forward.  There is no trick to make this easier – it is worth practicing if have not driven on hills much before.   [Manual drivers:  the hill can be tricky because you are in a car with an unfamiliar clutch.  Let the clutch out very slowly, feeling it out, do not worry if you rev a little.]

■  Curves  Take curves very slow, about 15-20kph.  Pump your brakes repeatedly before entering a curve [downshift into second], but do not pump your brakes inside the curve.  Try not to give it any gas inside the curve unless you have to.   
■  Speed Limits  Unfortunately, the speed limit signs on the course are very small and not typical of signs on real roads.  Look for them when you walk the course.  In general, along the outer loop will be from 35-45 and the inner loop will be 25-30, sometimes 15 around turns.  If in the inner loop or on the inside roads of the course, it is wise to stay under 25 [second gear].


At the End

1. The proctor will usually say the number of the spot he wants you to pull up at.  It should be the same place, or very close to the place, you started.  

2. Pull forward until your front bumper is exactly in line with the striped pole.  You can fail for pulling up too far or not far enough.  Also, be careful not to hit the curb.

3. Put on the emergency brake and put the car into Park [1st Gear or Reverse]

4. Turn off the car, leaving the key in the ignition.

5. Wait for the proctor to give you further instructions.  He may tell others in the car to leave before he tells you your mistakes.  He may ask you to move into the back seat for the next driver.  He may tell you to wait outside or in the building.  Always be polite and try to say “arigato gozaimasu”


Passing and Failing

You may not know right away.  Prefectures differ on what happens when you fail.  Many proctors will let you finish the course regardless if you have committed a failing offense.  Others may call the mistake on the spot and make you drive back to the starting point immediately.  Some give you a clear explanation at the end of what you did wrong.  Others may make you wait until your name is called / number appears on the board and that’s when you know.  (The Japanese usually have to wait for their number to show up on a lit board.)  It is possible to make a few small mistakes and pass, but in general you have to drive a perfect course to have a chance at passing.  Either way, you usually have to wait for everyone else to finish before continuing.  They will eventually call you up to the window and give you back your application (don’t lose it!) and other items like your passport and alien card, then you make a reservation for your next test.  If you pass, they will start the process of your license which may take up to an hour (but at that point, you don’t usually mind.)

Usually Instant Fails

●  Hitting a curb, sliding against a curb, or going over a curb.  (The only exception is in the crank.  If you run up against the curb, you can back up and try again, but if you go over it, it is a fail.)  

●  Not stopping the full three seconds at stop signs and blinking red lights.

●  Forgetting to look over your shoulder.

●  Forgetting your turn signal or signaling too late.

●  Going too fast around curves (and not pumping your brake beforehand)

●  Going too fast through a construction zone or obstructed view

●  Going over a triangle or a line when turning.

●  Making left turns too wide.

●  Not lining up with the pole at the end

●  Not staying left enough

●  Not going fast enough over the straight sections

●  Forgetting to put on your seatbelt (yes, you do stupid things when you’re nervous)

●  Driving in the wrong lane (yes, you do stupid things when you’re nervous)


If you make a mistake, you usually may still continue unless they tell you otherwise.  Oddly, if you miss a turn on the course, it does not necessarily mean you fail.  As long as you keep driving correctly and get  back on the course to perform all the requirements, you may still pass.

CONCLUSION

The advice above is a conglomeration of information from different prefectures.  To find out about your own prefecture’s test, ask your supervisor, ask other JETs, check the internet, do as much research as you possibly can.  Try to practice in your own car (if you can) to make some of the important tricks habitual and to lose bad habits.  Expect that the first time you will be turned away or fail.  It will be the hardest on your nerves.  The second time will be easier.

Some prefectures that are known to be particularly strict (there may be more):

Ehime, Toyama, Hiroshima, Fukuoka, Niigata, Chiba, Oita, Nagoya, Kagoshima, Fukushima

Theories

There are a lot of conspiracy theories about why it takes foreigners so long to pass.  Some say that you will never pass your first (or second or fifth) try no matter what.  Some say that it is all up to the proctor – either you get a nice one or you don’t.  Some say that all depends on timing - you will only pass on a day when it is relatively empty and the staff do not have anything better to do and therefore you should go off-season (instead of early-mid summer like most of us).  These all may be true at some centers / for some proctors, but keep in mind that these are certainly not exclusively true and that the test is difficult for the Japanese as well.

Survey Results

According to a survey of JETs in Japan in 2004 (including 85 respondents from 23 prefectures) the average number of times one must take the practical test before passing is approximately 2.4 times.

Approximately 35% of respondents passed their first time.

Of those who left advice, almost 15% recommended that you be polite, speak as much Japanese as possible, have a positive attitude, or feel out your proctor before proceeding.  Nearly 40% recommended taking one to three lessons at a driving school or doing a practice course (on the actual site or elsewhere) with a Japanese person you know (friend / supervisor / contact) who can point out mistakes.

Good luck!
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“I was so busy looking around the car, demonstrating how good I was at getting to know the car before I drove it, that I actually forgot to put on my seatbelt.  I failed.  Remember the important stuff over the details.”





“The time I passed, I was the only one taking the test.  No one was ahead of me or behind me.  I had one staff member personally processing my license.  Still, from start to finish, I was there two hours.”





“It might not be relevant, but I passed the test the one time I said “yoroshiku onegai shimasu” before I began.”





“It may feel silly to look for stray cats or playing children on a closed course, but just do it.  I failed once because I didn’t BEND DOWN low enough when checking.”





“I pulled up too far forward, well past the pole, and that’s why I failed.  He never even told me where I was supposed to pull up and didn’t let me try again.”





“Mainly I failed for not staying left enough.”
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Do I need a reservation for the practical test?








Almost always.  If you get lucky, there may be a slot open to take the practical test on the same day you take your written test, but not every prefecture will allow that.  Prepare to have to make a reservation.
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Can I make the reservation for whenever I want?








Usually yes.  Some prefectures assign you a time, but most will let you choose.  Keep in mind that the next open time might not be for a week, two weeks, three weeks, or even a month!  Summers are especially busy.  The reservations will almost always be on work days during business hours either in the morning session or the afternoon session.  You will have to take a day (or at least a morning or afternoon depending on how far away you live) off work.  
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Do I have to take nenkyu (paid yearly leave) to take my driver’s exam?








It depends on your contracting organization.  Many will let you take a special day of leave without having to take a paid holiday.  If you have to drive to get to your places of work then you have a good argument. Ask for it.  If you fail more than 4 to 6 times, however, they might not be willing to give you any more special days of leave.
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Can I drive to the Driver’s Center to take my practical test?








Sure, as long as your International Driver’s Permit is still valid.  Otherwise, take the bus or train, just in case they are watching you.  There are usually a lot of buses and trains that go to the driver’s center for obvious reasons.
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What should I wear?








Do NOT wear sandals or any shoes where your toes are exposed.  Do not wear heels.  People have also been turned away for wearing a skirt or clothing that is very loose or hanging (though some people recommend wearing a short skirt).  Wear practical, non-restrictive clothing.  Dressing nice doesn’t hurt.
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What if I don’t know any Japanese?








Although it helps put the proctor at ease, knowing Japanese is not necessary.  If you know the course well, then you don’t need to understand his instructions (though it might be unnerving to hear him give an instruction and not know for sure what he is saying).  A simple ‘hai’ might do after he issues an instruction.  At the end, he may explain to you what you did wrong.  He will draw a diagram if necessary, but the more Japanese you have, the better you will understand why you failed so you can avoid it next time.  If you can, bring a friend to translate.  Although the friend cannot be with you in the car during the test, he or she can translate his remarks afterwards.  A decent grasp of beginner Japanese and knowledge of a few key terms will help you understand if you cannot bring a Japanese speaker with you.  See the chapter on “Handy Japanese” in this book.
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How much money should I bring?








Bring no less than ¥5,500.  You may not need it all. The fee for processing is ¥2,400 every time you take the test and the license fee if you pass is ¥1,750.  Both are usually paid at a separate window, where you will receive stamps as proof of payment.  Often, you will have to pay for the rental of the prefecture’s car to take the test.  That’s ¥1,100 and you may have to use a ticket machine.  If you are getting a motorcycle license, etc, in addition, it will be another ¥3,300.
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“The proctor said I did everything perfect except that I forgot to check over my left shoulder once out of 12 times.  I failed.”





“I saw a metal box  propped up next to the crosswalk.  I peeked inside and saw a soccer ball.  The box had a receiving antennae at the top as if it could be remote controlled.  Then I realized: The proctor could make the ball roll right out onto the crosswalk during the test!   Watch out for that.”





“I knew there was an obstructed view.  I couldn’t miss it – it was a giant wall.  On my first go  by it, I went very, very slow.  I came by it again toward the end of the course from a different direction, confident at that point that I had done the course perfectly.  I drove right past it.  That was the reason I failed.”





“When I went to driving school, it was not until my fifth or so time through the crank that I hit the curb.  Don’t get overconfident.  Take it slow.”





“After driving in Japan 11 months, I found myself turning into the right lane instead of the left.  I had been concentrating so hard in the crank and keeping my turns good anf tight, that I kept it tight… on the wrong side!.”





“The most important thing about the test is not to get frustrated with the ridiculousness of the test. There is nothing practical about the 'practical test’”


- Hiroshima JET
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