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The Educational Reform Movement in Japan

   Over the past decade there has been a growing movement to reform school education in Japan. In my opinion, there are three main reasons for the acceleration of this reform trend. The first is concern about the decline of academic achievement and motivation for school learning among Japanese students. There have been inspired but　biased arguments about the quality of school achievement. The second reason is the increasing levels of children’s maladjustment to school life. Related to this issue is the observed decline in children’s social skills. A third force driving the reform movement is the change of the system of decision-making for educational policy. The power of the central government had been very strong in Japan, but in recent years this system has changed to include more decision-making by local governments. In many aspects of educational policy, local governments are trying to reform school education.

Educational Reform in Inuyama City

   The reform of education in Inuyama City has revealed remarkable challenges and has produced fruitful outcomes. The population of Inuyama is about 70,000, and the local boards of education administer four junior high schools and ten elementary schools. For the past three years the Board of Education in Inuyama has been trying to help every school in the city to reform school lessons, changing the traditional emphasis on teacher-centered style to a more student-centered approach. This reform is based on the assumption that intrinsic motivation of learners is a desirable condition for learning. About 60 part-time teachers were employed using funds from the municipal budget; this arrangement is the first of its kind in Japan. Teachers had the option of choosing plans to teach in small-size classes and/or by team-teaching. Additional funding was budgeted to create original textbooks. Implementation of these innovations made it possible for teachers to study teaching materials and improve their teaching abilities. It seems that in doing so that the Inuyama Board of Education is establishing a policy of respecting teachers’ decisions, and thereby is changing the culture of schools into an independent and creative system.

Introduction of Cooperative Learning to Inuyama

   Teachers in Inuyama are greatly concerned about the spontaneous and active learning behavior of children. I have served as an adviser to the boards of education since 2001 and have attended workshops at each school twice every week. I proposed Cooperative Learning (CL) to realize the educational aspirations of most teachers. I believe that CL is an ideal approach to promote active learning, bring about a rich variety of student outcomes including acquisition of social skills, and heighten academic achievement(Sugie,1995).

   Many teachers in Inuyama were interested in my proposal and have been trying to implement CL. After three years, I can report that almost every school in the city has implemented lessons that are based on the principles of CL. CL, in my view, is not simply a technique using small groups. It is a principle upon which we can foster mutual growth among the members of a learning group. Individualized learning can be part of CL if the class has an atmosphere that encourages each student, and even a whole class learning style also can incorporate CL if learners try to present their opinions to contribute to the understanding of classmates.
CL Practices in Inuyama

   I would like to present three examples of CL practices now being implemented in Inuyama. These practices are described in detail by Sugie (2003).  
   Example 1 is the realization of active interaction between 1st grade children using small four-member groups. It has been possible to make learning tasks understandable and to assign a role to each group member among these 1st graders.

   Example 2 is the new style of learning in which 3rd grade children in groups study by themselves. The teacher gives the children learning tasks, facilitates group interaction, and gives them feedback about their conclusions. In this practice, children are allowed to develop their own learning processes.

   Example 3 is a unique device of introduction in 8th grade students in mathematics. Students are informed about the learning process and its contents before a new learning unit starts. Clear plans, procedures, and goals of learning make it possible to make their interaction constructive within the cooperative small groups. Almost every teacher I have worked with has a great concern for the human relations in the classroom, which are necessary to make CL effective.

Conclusion


After three years of this applied research, many teachers in Inuyama have changed their personal theory of teaching from a focus on teachers’ activities to that of children’s learning activities. Teachers now tell me that their main task is not to lead children but to assist with children’s independent and mutual learning. These teachers have put into practice many CL lessons and observed vividly the bright learning behavior of children. This all leads me to grow in confidence that CL can succeed.
Reference
Sugie,S. (1995). Cooperative Learning in Japan. International Journal of Educational Research, 23-3, 213-225.
Sugie, S. (Ed.) (2003). Kodomo no manabi wo sodateru shoninzu jugyo [Teaching in small class to raise positive learning activities]. Tokyo, Meijitosho.

Shuji Sugie – Japanese CL in Inuyama City　Page 2

