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"Thinking about Learning and Teaching" :

A dialogue/dance in cyberspace with Yoshiyuki
Nakagawa, Hillel Weintraub, and YOU.
Dialogue/Dance # 2-Into the Woods
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Hillel:  Why don't we start this time with the question we received from EHAAND
REREIE

someone who read our last dialogue: "What does it mean to upset the

traditional ways of education?" What do you think about that?

Yoshi: To me it means that even with the technology we can do exactly the
same things in the classroom, which I think is a terrible thing to do.
But the current situation of media education is going in that direction,

whether we want it or not.

I have seen some school using PowerPoint presentation in the big
projector in the classroom instead of using blackboard. What's the
point? The students were taking the notes just like 10 to 50 years ago.
Teachers use the presentation software just like the blackboard and
lecture with it. The pedagogy or philosophy behind the use of

technology should be questioned more.
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H: Yes, Yoshi, | think so, too.

My students have started to present their term work in my class, and |
noticed that it really doesn't make much difference if they use the
blackboard, a fancy homepage or some presentation software like
PowerPoint, if they only think about presenting their ideas in a one-way
fashion. Of course, the homepage and PowerPoint are flashier and more
colorful and do get people's attention more, but learning is more than just

getting people's attention.
Y: If there isn't some awareness of the learners - how they are interacting

with this information - then maybe the media used for delivery isn't that

important.

% H: Listening to students, watching their reactions, GETTING them to react

CRN® and interact with ideas - | agree that's vital.
BEHAAND
WHREE .,

Y: Yes! On that topic, | have often heard American educators praise Japanese
education. | feel a little strange about it. One classmate gave me an article
from the Boston Globe (Oct 17, 1999). | quote.

"James W. Stigler, an educational psychologist at the University of
California at Los Angels conducted a videotape study of classroom
methods in various countries. In examining how eighth-graders are
taught math, he found striking differences in the United States, Japan, and
Germany, as well as considerable uniformity within countries. . . .
Regardless of region or type of school, American teachers lean heavily
toward rote learning of procedures and repetitive drills. First teachers
explain the new process, then the students practice repeating the answer.

In Japan, by contrast, teachers tend to let students make mistakes as they
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try to solve a math problem, on the theory that they will ultimately
understand the problem and the underlying math. . .. "You go into a
classroom in Japan and you see just mesmerizing lessons,' said Sam
Stringfield of Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore. "You say to yourself,

Now that's how to present a concept.
This sounds like the opposite, right?

. Yeah, it's exactly not how we imagine Japanese classrooms.
"Mesmerizing" does NOT fit my image of the way most classrooms

anywhere are.
. To the students asking me if this is true, | said NO!

: Very loudly, right!?!

CRN®
: Yes! But through this | came to feel it is very dangerous to over- EHAAND
generalize anything. Probably the American professors didn't see many RHWRRE
schools, and looking at some innovative schools, they concluded that

Japanese education is great.

: What about on the other side - in your three months or so in Boston, have

you had any of your own stereotypes about American education broken?

| also thought cooperative learning was conducted here more, but the

truth is that it depends so much on each school.

Yes, visitors to my classes often said, "Oh, you're teaching American
style!" but | seldom had classes in which students were encouraged to
take responsibility for their own learning in more than 20 years in

American schools!
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Education for Gender Equality:
Episodes from Preschools and
Elementary Schools in Japan and the U.S.

CRN® Catherine Lewis, Developmental Studies Center, Oakland, California
E5HAD
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In the past 20 years, | have spent a great deal of time in Japanese and American
elementary schools, and some time in preschools in each country. | have done
this both as an educational researcher, studying teaching practices in the two
countries, and as a mother of two children, now aged 10 and 15. Using some
episodes from my experience as a researcher and mother, | would like to

explore the idea of education for a gender-free society.
Before | begin, | must make two confessions. First, | am the mother of two

boys. If I were the mother of two girls, perhaps | would be a rather different

person. | am very conscious that having two boys has shaped my sympathies
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and perspectives. My sister, who has three daughters, and | often laugh over
how much our children have pushed us toward different views of good

education.

Second, | must confess that | am a great admirer of Japanese preschool and
elementary education. In my experience, it is often hard to get Japanese to say
anything good about their educational system. | recognize the difficulties of
the exam system, university education, juku, etc. But | think Japanese
preschool and elementary education has much strength, and can provide an
inspiration and model for American educators. | hope in my comments today
you will pick up some of these strengths of the Japanese system. | worry that if
Japanese people don't appreciate these strengths, they will lose them.

@{ o)

A second episode | would like to mention is a class meeting from a sixth grade

class in Japan. In that class meeting, the teacher commented on the fact that

girls were not raising their hands as much as boys during science. Students CRN®
talked about why that might be true. For example, girls volunteered that boys EHAAND
TRERFEAS

sometimes blurted out answers before girls had a chance to speak up, or
noisily waved their hands in a way that didn't create a climate for girls to speak
up. The class eventually agreed to make it a class goal that "Everyone will try

to volunteer their ideas in science."

I was very struck by two aspects of this incident. First, the gap between girls
and boys in math and science is a widely talked about issue in the United
States, and yet solutions are commonly in the hands of adults. For example,
teachers are taught to pull sticks from a jar randomly so that they call on all
boys and girls equally, or they are given research results about how boys are
called on more often, and asked to analyze their own practice by videotape.
Instead, this Japanese teacher actively involved students in recognizing and
trying to solve the problem. | have seen similar approaches in other Japanese
classes, where, for example, a class meeting focused whether girls were

working hard at classroom cleanup, while boys goofed off. Similarly, in another
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class, third graders discussed the problem that some students spoke a lot
whereas others spoke little, and they agreed that, whenever more than one
student wanted to volunteer an idea, they would look at each other, and the
one who spoke less would have the floor first. No doubt these were very good
Japanese elementary teachers who helped students to recognize and discuss
these problems, and take responsibility for solving them. But | think they are
part of a larger tradition of student responsibility in Japanese elementary
schools, where the toban or nicchoku system, daily class meetings, and kakari
give students much more responsibility than they typically have in American
elementary schools. | think that solutions that rest in the hands of students -
such as taking responsibility to speak up in science -- are more likely to have
long-lasting effects than solutions - such as calling on children randomly - that

rest in the hands of teachers.

However, a different way of looking at the episode of the class meeting is that
the teacher should strongly show the importance of gender equality by solving
the problem himself, calling on boys and girls equally. Why should it be the
girls' responsibility to speak up when the boys quickly and noisily raise their
hands? Isn't leaving the solution up to the students communicating that it's not
an important moral issue? | don't personally agree with this, but | think it is the
perspective many Americans would have. For example, last year a first-grade
boy in an American elementary school was suspended from school for one
week for chasing and kissing another 6-year-old. School district policy required
mandatory suspension for sexual harassment. Many educators argued that, for
girls to feel safe in school, adults must punish any "unwanted sexual advances"
in order to strongly communicate their moral wrongness. Rather than leaving
the solution of raising hands in science to the students, should the teacher
have made a strong rule, to show the importance of the issue? Or are the girls

more likely to learn assertiveness by taking responsibility to raise their hands?
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