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A Journey of a Thousand Miles:

Lessons from one Year in Japan

IRV —=F =g lia— A1/ R 2 EE AR R R B B E AR

A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single
step. When I first arrived in Japan nearly a year ago,
that step felt both exciting and uncertain. I carried
with me not only my luggage but also my experiences
as an educator from Malawi. My curiosity about
Japanese education and a hope that the year ahead
would help me grow both professionally and
personally. Looking back now, I realize that this year
has been more than a study visit. It has been a journey

of discovery, reflection and transformation.

From the very beginning, I was fascinated by the

learning  environment in Japanese schools.
Classrooms were not just places where teachers
delivered information and students listened quietly.
Instead, they were spaces of active participation
where students asked questions, collaborated with
their peers and engaged deeply with practical tasks. I
found myself observing not only what teachers taught

but also how students learned.

One of the most memorable experiences during my
stay was observing Technology classes at a junior
high school. At first glance, it looked like a workshop
filled with wood, tools and machines. But as I
watched more closely, I realized that something
deeper was happening. Students were not simply
following instructions. They were designing,
calculating, experimenting, correcting mistakes and

gradually transforming their ideas into real objects.

The process began with simple steps. Students
examined different types of wood, learned how to

identify them and then sketched their own designs.

Kelvin Chiumia

Later, they used computer software to create digital
models of their ideas. Before working with real wood,
they even built prototypes using cardboard to test
their measurements and designs. Only after this
preparation,

they begin cutting, shaping and

assembling the real materials.

Watching this process unfold over several weeks
was remarkable. What started as rough wooden
planks slowly became shelves, bookstands, tissue
cases and many other creative products. Along the
way, students learned far more than woodworking
skills. They practiced measurement, calculation,
teamwork, patience and perseverance. When
mistakes happened, they adjusted and tried again.
Each step of the project built their confidence and

strengthened their ability to solve problems.

As an educator, this experience deeply influenced
the way I think about teaching and learning. In many
education systems, learning is often focused on
covering content and preparing for examinations.
Students may understand theories but rarely have the
opportunity to apply them in practical situations.
Observing Japanese classrooms showed me another
possibility, which is education that connects ideas

with real-world experience.

What impressed me most was how learning was
carefully scaffolded. Students moved step by step
from simple tasks to more complex ones. Teachers
guided them patiently, but they also allowed students
the freedom to think independently and make their

own decisions. This balance between guidance and

6 United Graduate School of Professional Development of Teachers, University of Fukui, Gifu Shotoku Gakuen University, and Toyama University of International Studies
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autonomy created an environment where students

could take ownership of their learning.

Another lesson 1 learned in Japan was the
importance of collaboration and respect within the
classroom. Students frequently helped one another
during practical activities. When someone struggled
to hold a piece of wood or align materials correctly,
classmates stepped in to assist. These small moments
reflected a culture where learning was seen as a
shared responsibility rather than an individual

competition.

Beyond the classroom, living in Japan also taught
me many personal lessons. I experienced the kindness
and hospitality of people who were always willing to
help, even when language barriers existed. I learned
to appreciate the beauty of everyday routines, from
the quiet discipline of students cleaning their
classrooms to the simple greetings exchanged at the

beginning of each day.

Over time, I realized that education in Japan is not
only about academic achievement. It also emphasizes
character development, responsibility and respect for
others. Students learn not only how to solve problems
but also how to work together and contribute to their

community.

As my year in Japan comes to an end, I find myself
reflecting on how much this journey has shaped my

perspective. [ arrived hoping to observe and learn, but

I added new ideas and inspiration for the future. The
experiences | have gained will influence the way |
think about education, teaching and the role of

schools in preparing young people for their future life.

Looking ahead, I hope to apply these lessons in my
own educational context. Although every country has
its own challenges and resources, the principles I
observed here can inspire improvements everywhere.
These principles include hands-on learning, student
creativity, collaboration and thoughtful guidance.
Even small steps toward more practical and engaging
learning experiences can make a difference in

students’ lives.

A journey of a thousand miles does not truly end
when we reach our destination. Instead, it opens the
path for new journeys ahead. My year in Japan has
been one of those journeys that has expanded my
understanding of education and strengthened my
commitment to helping students become thoughtful,

creative and capable individuals.

As I prepare for the next chapter of my work, I carry
these lessons with me. I am grateful for the
opportunity to learn, observe and grow in a place that
has shown me the power of education. It is a place

where ideas are allowed to become reality.

“A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single

step.”Lao Tzu
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Building Connections Through Lesson Study in the Zone

D International Roundtable

MEXT Teacher Training Scholar, The University of Fukui

While I was teaching in the Philippines prior
to my training in Japan, Lesson Study was not a
concept I had been exposed to in my professional
practice. It was only after I was accepted into the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science
and Technology (MEXT) Teacher Training
Program at the University of Fukui in Japan that
I was introduced to this professional
development approach. Through classroom
observations, collaborative lesson planning, and
reflective discussions, I came to understand
Lesson Study as more than a teaching strategys; it
is a culture of shared learning among teachers.
This realization became even more meaningful
during the Practical Research Fukui Roundtable
2026 Spring Session, held on February 21, 2026,
and hosted by the University of Fukui. In this
event, | participated as one of the facilitators in
the Zone D International session. The session
brought together educators from different
countries, creating a space for dialogue,
reflection, and collaboration. Zone D consisted
of two sessions: the Symposium and the
Roundtable.

During the symposium, a recorded video of a
Biology lesson study conducted by Kojun Sasaki
presented. The

Sensei  was lesson was

Quennie Dabi Jales

collaboratively planned and implemented with
teachers from Japan, Uganda, and Malawi at
Kalinabiri Secondary School in Uganda. The
video showed Sasaki Sensei teaching a lesson on
insects, followed by a reflective dialogue among
the Lesson Study participants. This was followed
by the Roundtable session, where participants
were divided into breakout rooms on the Zoom
platform to reflect on the lesson and share their
own teaching practices. This was my third time
participating in the Zone D Roundtable, and for
the second time, I was entrusted with the role of
facilitator in one of the breakout rooms.

Our discussion group included teachers from
Malawi, Uganda, Japan, Bangladesh, the
Philippines, and Botswana. Listening to their
diverse perspectives reminded me that while
educational contexts differ, teachers around the
world share the same desire which is to improve
learning for their students. Several valuable
insights emerged during the discussion.

Mary Achieng, a Biology teacher from
Kalinabiri Secondary School in Uganda and one
of the symposium speakers, emphasized the role
of teachers as facilitators of learning rather than
mere transmitters of knowledge. She highlighted
how collaboration and reflection through Lesson
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Study strengthen both teaching practice and
student learning. She also observed that students’
motivation increased during Sasaki Sensei’s
class, emphasizing that teachers should go the
extra mile to find ways to motivate their learners.

Another participant, Reymick Oketch from
Makerere University in Uganda, also a
symposium speaker, noted how Sasaki Sensei’s
lesson reflected the S5SE instructional model,
particularly the Engage phase. He pointed out
how simple yet thought-provoking questions
such as, “Do you like insects?” effectively
captured students’ interest. For him, what stood

out most was Sasaki Sensei’s trust in his students.

Through probing questions, humor, the use of
real-life examples, and relatable analogies, he
created a classroom environment where learners
were encouraged to think, share, and explore
ideas freely. He also shared many insights
regarding teacher collaboration. He pointed out
that Lesson Study encourages teachers to plan
lessons together and visit one another’s classes
comfortably and without prejudice. He further
emphasized that teacher trainees should be given
opportunities to experience this kind of
collaboration as well. This can be achieved when
there is a strong relationship between universities
and secondary schools, allowing pre-service
teachers to experience “authentic classroom
realities.” This led Reymick to pose a deeper
question: How do we nurture teachers who are
confident enough to open their classrooms for
observation and reflection?

Jeremiah Kampazangula of Nalikule College
of Education in Malawi highlighted that
post-lesson discussions among Lesson Study
members focus more on learners rather than
teachers. He also emphasized the importance of
thorough preparation in designing meaningful
activities that motivate students. According to
him, teacher-training institutions must equip

future educators with the creativity needed to
make their classrooms more engaging.

Josephine Esaete of Makerere University also
expressed that the lesson study vividly reflected
classroom realities. Pearl Botlhe Olatetse, a
kindergarten teacher from Botswana, shared that
she was inspired to implement Lesson Study in
her own context and move away from
lecture-based teaching methods. Meanwhile,
Juthi Sultana, a Biology teacher from
Bangladesh, expressed how much she related to
Sasaki Sensei’s class. She commended his
organized classroom management and clear
explanation of procedures.

Overall, the discussion made it clear that
Lesson Study does not only improve lessons; it
also builds teacher confidence, openness, and
professional trust. While the session was
enriching, it also came with challenges. As a
facilitator, I experienced moments of uncertainty,
such as organizing my thoughts, guiding the
discussion smoothly, and ensuring that everyone
had a chance to speak. However, these
challenges became valuable learning experiences.
They reminded me that facilitation, like teaching,
is a skill developed through practice, reflection,
and experience.

The roundtable session was more than a
professional discussion; it was a meaningful
exchange that reaffirmed my belief in the power
of collaboration among teachers. Seeing
educators from different countries engage deeply
in reflective dialogue showed me that Lesson
Study can serve as a bridge connecting
classrooms, cultures, and  professional
communities. This experience will stay with me
as a teacher. It strengthened my appreciation for
Lesson Study as a tool for professional growth
and reinforced my commitment to fostering
collaborative practices in my own teaching
context in the Philippines.
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Understanding culture, reshaping practice: an

experience in Uganda

MEXT Teacher Training Scholar, The University of Fukui

On September 21 we shared the after
symposium discussion session as usual. This
time, the main topic was Sasaki Kojun sensei's
practice Record of the biology lesson he taught
in Uganda as part of a JICA program. We read
the report, attended the symposium and
proceeded to the breakout rooms in order to
discuss and reflect over it. My group was
integrated by K. Sensei (English teacher from
Fukushima), Sachin (MEXT Teacher Trainee in
UF, from India), Victoria (Principal from the
Philippines), Christopher (Math teacher in
Philippines) and Reymick (Uganda). It was nice
to talk again with Victoria, Christopher and
Reymick, who visited Fukui last year for a
Training Cycle!

Sasaki san was asked to teach about insects
and noticed early in the planning stage how
different the Japanese and Ugandan approach
were. The Ugandan curriculum goals were for
the students to be able to recognize types of
insects and their characteristics, understand
whether these insects were beneficial or harmful
and learn methods to control the harmful ones. In
other words, a curricular driven practical
approach, mostly focused in pragmatical
preventions and solutions, but limiting the
possibility of building knowledge from the
students curiosity or inquiry.

Sasaki’s first challenge was then to refocus
this lesson. In order to do so, he received help
from both the local community teachers
(organizing and providing assistance for him)
and also his colleague Kawai sensei, who
suggested the elemental inquiry over likes and
dislikes about insects, as well as its reasons, as a
starting point. The lesson was driven by the idea
that “insects are cool,” as the teacher compared

Pablo Codazzi

our own human skills and abilities to theirs (the
strength of ants, or the speed of cockroaches, for
instance). Making the students jump, run and
even carry himself through the classroom he
imprinted movement and enthusiasm over the
students, then directed this impulse over an
inquiry approach over the lesson topic. As for
materials, Sasaki sensei provided each student
with a portable magnifying glass, then had the
local teachers help catch some insects in order to
perform dissections.

During the discussion, multiple questions
arose among us attendees: How close should we
follow the curriculum? How precise has to be the
instruction? Are there any positive aspects in
giving a “vague” instruction? As teachers we
share the same concerns and pressures regarding
covering contents and controlling groups, no
matter what our background is. In order to
promote a movement towards new and
refreshing perspectives in teaching, a lot of
questions and choices pop up. Realizing the
major importance of process over results on the
students activities is not enough: we teachers
need to reflect constantly on our own processes.
Supporting the idea that knowledge is something
enjoyable, interesting, valuable per se, and not
only useful or applicable opens the door to a
whole new ethical position towards our world.

This is not the only ethical concern Sasaki’s
reflection points out: he is very conscious about
how institutional and cultural frameworks
restrict us. The difference between building over
our legacy as educators or taking it for granted
and perpetuating it from a patronizing comfort
zone lies in this fiery passion he was fortunate to
become aware of.
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After discussing the previously mentioned
topics, we got back to the main group and briefly
exchanged each group's focused themes:
Student's motivation and performance and its
relation with planning, environmental reality,
use of surrounding resources, interactivity,
critical learning skills, and so on. Sasaki sensei

report undoubtedly ignited our own inquiries and
concerns, showing us how passion is something
we can get from our colleagues and how even in
a completely different cultural context we still
have the power to adapt and reshape our practice
to get the best out of it.
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