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Two Years in Fukui: Culture, Education, and Re-Learning How to “"Be”
Ak #mi Elizabeth Sugino Hartmann

Learning, teaching, and
researching for the past two
years at the University of Fukui
has been a dream come true
Before coming to Fukui, I was
anxious and did not know what to

expect. I was excited to see

lesson study in action and to

understand more about Japanese culture and
education. In particular, I was excited to learn
Department of Professional
(DPDT) school-based

approach to supporting professional learning

more about the

Development of Teachers’

As I write this, I am reflecting on this question:

“What did I learn in these two years at DPDT?”
As anticipated, I learned much about Japanese
lesson study and DPDT’ s school-based approach.
I learned more as an active participant in lesson
studies and DPDT’ s programs than I would have as
a mere observer. I shared about the U.S. education
context and issues and compared this with current
education issues in Japan. I developed my Japanese
better

ability and gained a

of the

language

understanding structure of Japanese

schooling and education.

These, of course, are the obvious things I learned.

I expected to learn about lesson study, DPDT,
Japanese language, culture, and education. What
I was not expecting was 1) the opportunity to work
with educators from all over the world, 2) the
“be,” 3) the

expansion of my perspective of culture and

challenge of re—learning how to

learning, and 4) having colleagues, students, and
teachers become my good friends and co—learners
As I reflect on two years, these less obvious and
unexpected lessons became most valuable to me in
my experience living in Japan.

Working with International Educators

I have always been interested in Japanese culture
and schooling, and 1 was excited by the
opportunity to live and work in Fukui. It was
wonderful working alongside Japanese educators
and learning more about schooling in Japan. I

admire the intellect and professionalism of

Japanese school teachers and the spirit and
perseverance of Japanese students. From the
moment I entered Japanese schools, I was learning
about what “school” means in Japan. Entering
Japanese schools entailed taking off my shoes in
exchange for slippers, observing students open
(FhEV L
¥9) and close with gratitude, being awed by the

art of bansho (M), watching students clean,

each lesson with an “Onegaishimasu”

being served lunch (&) by students, seeing
students openly sharing their thinking with peers,
and being amazed at how teachers willingly
collaborate and work cooperatively in the
teacher’ s room and during lesson studies. These
things may seem ordinary to a Japanese educator,
but as an American educator, I was amazed and given

new images for what school, learning, and teaching

can be.

To my delight, I not only learned worked with
Japanese educators, but other educators from all
over the world. Being a member in the OECD
Innovative School Network gave me opportunities
to work with Japanese teachers and students from
Fukui as well as Singaporean professors, teachers,
and students. The schools I worked with in Fukui
and Singapore are among the most innovative
schools, particularly for project—based learning
I enjoyed seeing how these schools support
inquiry-based learning and adapt project—based

learning to their own contexts

4 United Graduate School of Professional Development of Teachers, University of Fukui, Nara Women’s University, and Gifu Shotoku Gakuen University
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At the culminating Student Innovation Forum in
Tokyo, I was impressed by the students (Japanese,
Singaporean, and others) in their abilities to
lead their peers and to take ownership over
researching and addressing significant social
issues. It was inspiring to see teachers and
students thinking together about how to support
students to develop the competencies needed for
a globalized society.

Through the JICA Knowledge Co—Creation Program,
I was able to work alongside educators from
various African cultures, to visit Malawi, and to
understand and see the challenges that different
educators face in their home contexts. [ was
inspired by how these teachers persevere in
challenging circumstances, such as teaching a
class of 100

methods with limited resources,

students, using inquiry—based

and taking on

large social issues inside the classroom.

I also learned about cultural context, challenges
and opportunities in Australia, Bhutan, Cambodia,
Columbia, Indonesia, Lithuania, Myanmar, and the
Philippines, by working with teachers who were
studying at DPDT and also learning about Fukui’ s
education system and lesson study approach. Many
of these teachers were instrumental in supporting
the World Association of Lesson Study (WALS)
Lesson Study Immersion Program (LSIP) in Fukui
last fall.

DPDT’ s efforts in connecting educators from all

It was a privilege to be a part of

over the world to think about how to support
professional learning and to learn about lesson
study. I felt lucky to be able to share about
DPDT’ s programs and Fukui’ s unique approach to
lesson study with these international educators,

and was inspired by their efforts to take up, adapt,
and innovate lesson study in their own contexts

Their efforts, challenges, and innovations are

similar to what I will encounter as I bring ideas

of lesson study school-based professional
learning to Seattle

The Challenge of Re—learning How to “Be”

I am very comfortable and confident in the
American educational context, because I know how
to be a student and a teacher in U.S. schools and
English is my native language. This confidence is
not arrogance, but comfort in understanding how
to “be” in a particular context. Before coming
to Japan, I took for granted how much I understand
about the social norms and expectations in the
American context. I know how to follow the rules:
the literal rules such as university policies and
federal laws and the implicit rules such as social
etiquette and following cultural norms and
expectations. Coming to Japan challenged me to
re—learn what it means to “be” and live in a
particular context.

In Japan, I struggled with wanting to understand
(and wanting to follow) both literal and implicit
rules, but not knowing how. I experienced the
struggle of having things to say, but not being
able (or confident enough) to express my ideas

I learned to be okay with making mistakes and being
the odd one, despite wanting to be responsible and
like everyone else

This struggle of being an outsider, the struggle
with language, and the cultural mismatch between
myself and where I lived, are not unique to me.
I recognized immediately that this is what my
students in the U.S. faced every day. The U.S. is
a diverse country. Students come from a variety
Often

there is a cultural mismatch between students and

of cultural and linguistic backgrounds.

the classroom. As the world becomes increasingly
“globalized”
U.S. and elsewhere) will need to think about how

and connected, educators (in the

to teach in ways that are culturally responsive
to their students. I have a deeper understanding
of what it means to be culturally responsive after
having experienced myself the cultural mismatch
that many students experience

Expanding My Perspective of Culture and Learning
Through the experiences discussed above, I have
expanded my perspective of culture and learning
Teaching is a cultural activity (Stigler and
Hiebert, 1998). However, if you only experience

your own culture and your culture’ s way of being,

The Challenge for Distributed Communities of Practice and Reflection 5



R Bt Newsletter No.109  2018.4.7

then you will only see from that perspective.
Being in Japan and working with educators from
around the world pushed my understandings of
learning, teaching, and school. I have more images,
ideas, and inspiration for the possibilities in
DPDT

university -

education. showed me possibilities for

strong school  partnerships,
collaborative professional learning communities,
and productive teacher - student norms of
interactions.

DPDT frames learning as a continuous spiral. My
experiences in Japan (particularly out of my
comfort zone) not only built on my experiences as
in the U.S.,

about teaching and learning. I

an educator but challenged my
assumptions
believe that we all need these types of new
experiences and challenges to push our ways of
programs and

OECD,

thinking. Many international

institutions (e.g. University of Fukui,

JICA, etc.) wuse words and phrases like
“borderless,” “global competencies,” and
“innovative.” Educators and students need new

opportunities, challenges, and international

experiences to move beyond simply talking about
these concepts to acting on and embodying these
ideas. Learning is a continuous process, not just
for students but also for teachers. I believe that
DPDT supports teachers and students in this kind
of continual learning process and in having
international collaborations and experiences. I
am grateful for the opportunity to be involved in
these international efforts and in supporting

teachers and students around the world

Gratitude and Future Collaboration

I cannot express enough how grateful I am for the
people I met during the past two years. Without
a doubt, the most meaningful part of this

experience has been the people.

e I am so grateful for the school
administrators and teachers who opened up
their schools, allowed me to conduct
research, and learned alongside me during
lesson studies. I

appreciate your

dedication to Japanese education and
commitment to students.

e Likewise, I appreciate all of the

international educators I met along the

way. You have challenged me to redefine

what learning can be and the possibilities

for supporting students in diverse
cultural and linguistic contexts

e I am thankful for my graduate students ([’
£ ) who were

Thursday and Saturday conferences and who

so patient during our

used English and very easy—to—understand

Japanese with me. Seeing you reflect on

your practice and working with your
students was energizing to me, and I wish
you the best of luck as you begin your
career in education.

e Words cannot convey my gratitude for my
colleagues. It was a joy to work with you,
and I appreciate your support, kindness,
and guidance. Because of your help, I was
able to adjust to life in Japan, learn

about Japanese schooling, and develop
wonderful friendships. I am impressed by
your work and research, and I sincerely
hope to continue working with all of you.
e Finally, thank you to the students. I
often get stressed by research deadlines
or distracted by obligations and work, but
the heart of my work is students. They kept
me motivated and reminded me of why I do
what I do. Visiting schools was always
energizing, and I will never forget the
smiles and voices of the students in

Fukui.
Leaving Fukui was a very difficult decision, and
I hope to continue collaborating with DPDT and
other international educators whom I met during
I feel that I did not

contribute enough, and I am looking forward to

the last two years.

visiting Fukui again and engaging in future

collaborations.

6 United Graduate School of Professional Development of Teachers, University of Fukui, Nara Women’s University, and Gifu Shotoku Gakuen University
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In Seattle, I will continue to teach mathematics

education courses and to work with school teachers.

As I continue teaching and researching, I will
draw on my experiences with DPDT’ s school-based
approach and Japanese lesson study. I am also

finishing my research comparing Japanese lesson

study in Fukui and Math Labs here in Seattle. I
am looking forward to sharing this work when it
is published and hope to continue collaborating
with and connecting educators from Fukui and
Seattle.

Thank you, DPDT, for two very meaningful years.
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