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Maayong adlaw!
Mabuhay! Hello! My
name is Virna Christine
Tancio. Most people call
me by my first name
“Virna”, but I tell my
students to call me “Ms.

Virna” or to my first-

grade students this year,
“Teacher Virna”. 1 am
from Davao City, Philippines. 1 graduated with a
Bachelor of Science in Psychology from San Pedro
College. I am currently working as an Assistant
Language Teacher or ALT in Compulsory Education
School of Fukui University, most commonly known as
Fuzoku Elementary School.

Prior to working in Fuzoku Elementary School, my
family and I used to reside in Matsusaka, Mie. In my
first year in Japan, I started working as a worker in a car
factory to be of help to the family. Until was introduced
to an organization called FETJ or Filipino English
Teachers in Japan. I learned about teaching the English
language in Japan from them. At that time, they were to
conduct a Teaching Guidelines Seminar in a community
hall near Matsusaka station. The seminar was an
introduction to teaching EFL in Japan, classroom
management, lesson planning, and practical generic
activities suitable for young learners. At the end of the
seminar, we were tasked to create our lesson and apply
what we have learned by role playing with other
attendees that we were in an English class. From there
on, I started my job hunting and came across the website
gaijinpot and found the company Interac. Then, I started
working as an ALT.

For 4 years, I was assigned to be the ALT at three
Special Needs Schools in Yokohama. And in those 4
years, my love for Japan, for the English language, and

teaching, grew. I may struggle in the Japanese language
whether it’s speaking, writing, and reading but I am
fond of watching anime, the Studio Ghibli films,
beautiful mountains,Japan’s unique culture and most
especially, delicious Japanese foods. In addition, I truly
admire the teachers that I work within those 4 years.
Teaching with them, I have learned good values such as
patience and teamwork. The love they have for their job
and for their students can be seen and felt. Since I was
working in a special needs school, I was in awe when
they shared with me that the purpose of having an ALT
in their school is to give an equal opportunity for the
students to enjoy the language from someone who
speaks the language and also for the students to meet
someone with a different culture. That their disability
was not a hindrance at all for them to have that
experience. Ever since, | aspire to work with kids, to
understand their development and behavior. But, it
didn’t come into my mind before that I would become a
teacher, to educate. Now, that I am one, it is truly true
that every day is not the same day as yesterday.

Ms. Pauline Mangulabnan was the one who told me
about the ALT hiring in Fuzoku Elementary School.
Although it required me to move to Fukui which I have
never been to before or have not even heard about the
city, I applied for the job. And I have no regret or
whatsoever doing it. I am satisfied with the countryside
vibe Fukui has offered. The city has been good to me
and I have met more people here who inspire me. At the
same time, she also informed me about DPDT. I got
interested in the program and the course they offer for
ALTs. It interests me that the program provides
professional development for teachers. I'd like to
become better at teaching the English language and
hope that I would be able to contribute to the schools I
am working at and be able to find ways to strengthen the
professional relationship of JTEs and ALTs who are
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working together in schools to be able to create an
effective team teaching. In that way, we may be able to
create a collaborative design of a lesson plan or
curriculum for the teachers to utilize. And for students
to have a meaningful English class where they could
both enjoy, learn, and use the language. In addition, I
also would like to create a community for ALTs where
they can openly discuss their classes; achievements,
struggles, how they have overcome them and share their
ideas and be an addition to their support
system. Therefore, learn from someone’s experience.
With this, current ALTs and future ALTs would be more

confident to actively participate in the lesson planning

and curriculum designing.

A few days ago, I had my first monthly conference. I
have acquired some information that I think is necessary
to deepen my understanding of the education system. I
have had the chance to discuss it with other educators
too. I wish for more ALTs to be a part of this learning
experience and to know this opportunity. To have
something to look forward to in the future and to hope
for. I am really glad to be here. I look forward to
meeting more people with this program and hear their
story and their passion for teaching. I cannot wait for

the next conferences to come!
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Exploring the potential of communities of practice in

Philippine schools through learning action cells and

lesson studies
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In one of the cycles of last year’s summer intensive
course, we were tasked to read the book “Cultivating
Communities of Practice”. The book talked about the
definition of “community of practice” and their value to the
organization, their structural elements and different forms
as well as the different stages of community development,

among others.

The term “communities of practice” and another related

terminology “professional learning communities,” have

been buzzwords for quite some time now in the Philippines.

With the introduction of the Philippine Professional
Standards for Teachers (PPST), the Department of
Education (DepEd) and other education stakeholders
recognized the potential of such “communities” as a
vehicle to advance reform initiatives aimed at improving
the quality of teaching and learning in the country. More
so, the new set of professional standards for teachers gives
importance to professional collaboration, establishing
professional links with colleagues and building
relationships with the wider school community to enrich

their teaching practice.

Before coming to Japan, I worked as a project staff at
of the

Results-based Performance

the Department of Education, in-charge
implementation of the
Management System (RPMS), the Philippine’s teacher
performance assessment system. My job included training
national trainers and facilitators and developing resource
correct communication and

materials to ensure

implementation of the new protocols and processes.

The first year of implementation of the upgraded RPMS
was confronted with a lot of challenges. Many personnel
in the field did not understand the goals of the standards-
based performance assessment tools, thus, they were
unable to accept and felt burdened by the new system.
Another issue was mastering the knowledge and use of the
materials and protocols. There was no sufficient time for
teachers and school leaders to get used to the new tools and
the introduction of the new version of RPMS was met with
different interpretations. Due to various logistical issues,
school leaders and teachers had no time to read through the
materials and didn’t have sufficient training on the
protocols. Since the roll out was also sudden, support

structures, such as grievance mechanisms and the

Michael Wilson Rosero

monitoring system at each level of the education

bureaucracy, were not properly established.

In dealing with issues related to RPMS, I was able to
meet individuals who put their trust in the new system and
became its champions and advocates. They were crucial in
helping us get the message across and clarify any issues
that teachers in their area of influence may encounter. They
stepped up and took the initiative to make their colleagues
understand and appreciate the new system. They shared
information, strategies and practices online and offline, in

their own schools and districts.

At the school level, these individuals utilized the
existing mechanisms such as learning action cells and in-
service training sessions to deliver the correct information
and share knowledge and practices they have learned from
their colleagues. The learning action cell (LAC) is a
professional development model where teachers engage in
collaborative learning sessions to “solve shared challenges
encountered in the school facilitated by the school head or
a designated LAC leader”. Through LACs, they discussed
emerging, urgent issues and concerns and shared their
practices related to RPMS (i.e., how to gather documents
for the portfolio, how to manage classroom observation
schedules, how to assess teachers’ portfolio, among others).
In-service trainings were also designed to discuss RPMS-
related concerns. Teachers and school leaders changed
their mind and began to appreciate the system that we
introduced. All thanks to the efforts of the teachers,
principals and supervisors who found the merits of the new
system, got connected by the similar struggles and brought
together by the desire to make their colleagues understand

and appreciate the new system.

Aside from the learning action cell approach, the
potential of Lesson Study (LS) as an effective professional
development model has also been recognized by teachers
and education leaders in the Philippines, as well as the
Department of Education (Department of Education, 2016).
Moving forward, I would like to explore how guiding
principles of cultivating communities of practice can be
applied in the implementation of learning action cells and
lesson studies in the Philippines. It has become clear to me
that learning action cells, in conjunction with lesson
studies, have the potential for cultivating and establishing

communities of practice. Beyond scheduled and required
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sessions, teachers can find value in different topics
concerning their lessons and performance. They can also
build deeper and meaningful connections that can impact

their practice.

The development of a community of practice relies
heavily on forging and fostering relationships and keeping
a sense of aliveness among its members. It is also
necessary to acknowledge varying levels of engagement of
its members and facilitate interaction both in public and
private dimensions of the community. One of the first steps
of establishing a community of practice is building on pre-
existing networks, which includes knowing who already
networked with whom. Having knowledge of the members
of the community, their commitment, their motivation,
agenda or intent, their needs, their own expertise,
capabilities and competencies, even their own philosophy,
culture and learning styles is significant to invite different
levels of participation and create rhythm within the
community. When deeper and meaningful relationships are
established among members, it becomes easier for
members to build trust and this facilitates smooth sharing

of their own issues and practices among group members.

In the Philippines, teachers usually find it difficult to
approach their experienced colleagues and school leaders
because they either feel inferior about their practice and
they are ashamed to ask for their advice or they do not trust
their superiors. This can potentially hinder them from
asking relevant questions, sharing their own practice,
working collaboratively with their colleagues and joining
meetings. Understanding the principles of cultivating
communities of practice will enable and empower teachers
and school leaders in building existing groups of
individuals into lively and sustainable communities of

practices.

Through LAC and lesson studies, teachers and school
leaders can come to a shared understanding of their goals,
not only in the planning and delivery of lessons, but also in
the conduct of classroom observations and performance
assessment. They can also provide an avenue for school
leaders, together with their teachers and students, to
establish a community that continues to learn, taking into
account the context of the workplace, the learning habits as
well as the resources and technologies of schools, teachers

and students and their community.

Middle Leader

IRW—F—a—2 24/ i ks Tiipto William

This is now the beginning of my second year as a student
in the Middle Leader Course, so it is the perfect time to
discuss my plans for the upcoming year, both of my
practice and my plans in the Fukui University program.
Like the seeds that grow into saplings in the summer, I will
start off talking about those seeds and how they will form

later this year.

The “three seeds” are three core parts of our teaching
practice. The first seed remembers the storied past and all
the learning and experiences that brought us here. In many
ways, my early years and my first few years as an Assistant
Language Teacher in Obama City were formative because
I had many first experiences during that time. I saw both
how education worked in America and how English was
taught in Japan. Even in the past seven years working in
Japan, I could see changes in the English curriculum from

translational worksheets to more communicative classes.

The second seed focuses on the constantly evolving
present, understanding our progress as we travel through
our teaching journey. Improving my practice and teaching
is a constantly improving cycle of Action, Reflection, and
Anticipation. However, I learned that the learning process
is more than simply self-study. Community is a critical
component of any profession and through the program, I
have had the fortune to talk with dozens of young and
experienced teachers alike. Through discussions and
reading practice records, I have effectively gained some
insights from their collective experiences as well. Without
their knowledge and help, I don’t believe I could have the
confidence to facilitate some of my small class projects this

past year.

It is now the start of my second year in the program, so
I know that I, too, will grow. The third seed draws our

attention toward the future and the changes that we can
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make to improve our practice. While a seemingly simple
concept, these previous experiences will sprout into deeper
understandings if we only give them the proper attention
and reflection. With the present lessons and prior classes
in mind, I am excited to think about how I might create
even better English projects that connect with society in
this immediate term. There are many chapters in the new
textbooks that encompass a wider global viewpoint in mind,

making English education more globally relevant and

directly related to the OECD’s Sustainable Development
Goals.

While my own goal of creating a perfect class that can
motivate students to engage in communicative learning
may be nigh impossible now, I am improving myself and
stepping up ever closer to that dream. I am hopeful that I
can create unique and engaging classes and contribute back
to the education community this year. I am also looking

forward to meeting many of you soon!
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