How Asian Teachers Polish Each Lesson to Perfection
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How WE MADE SURE WE WERE LOOKING
AT REPRESENTATIVE SCHOOLS

Frequent reports on television and in books and
newspapers purport to depict what happens inside
Japanese and Chinese classrooms. These reports
usgally are based on impressions gathered during
brief visits to classrooms—most likely classrooms
that the VISItor's contacts in Asia have preselected.
As a result, it is difficult to gauge the generality of
what was seen and reported. Without observing
large, representative samples of schools and teach-
ers, it is impossible to characterize the teaching
practices of any culture.

The descriptions that we present are based on
two large observational studies of first-and fifth-
grade classrooms that we conducted in Japan, Tai-
wan, China, and the United States. In contrast to
informal observations, the strength of formal stud-
ies such as ours is that the observations are made
according to consistent rules about where, when,
and what to observe.

In the first study, our observers were in class-
rooms for a total of over four thousand hours—over
a thousand class periods in 20 first- and fifth-grade
classrooms in each of three cities: Sendai, Japan;
Taipei, Taiwan; and Minneapolis, Minnesota.! Our
second study took place in two hundred class-
rooms, forty each in Sendai and Taipei, plus forty in
Beijing, China, and eighty in the Chicago metropol-
itan area of the United States.2 Care was taken to
choose schools that were representative. Our
Chicago metropolitan area sample—the urban and
suburban areas that make up Cook County—in-
cluded schools that are predominantly white, black,
Hispanic, and ethnically mixed; schools that draw
from upper, middle, and lower socioeconomic
groups; schools that are public and private; and
schools that are urban and suburban.

Observers visited each classroom four times
over a one-to two-week period, yielding a total of
eight hundred hours of observations. The ob-
servers, who were residents of each city, wrote
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down as much as they could about what tran-

spired during each mathematics class. Tape record-
ings made during the classes assisted the
observers in filling in any missing information.
These detailed narrative accounts of what tran-
spired in the classrooms yielded even richer infor-
mation than we obtained in the first study, where
the observers followed predefined categories for
coding behavior during the course of observations.

After the narrative records had been translated
into English, we divided each observation into seg-
ments, which we defined as beginning each time
there was a change in topic, materials, or activity.
For example, a segment began when students put
away their textbooks and began working on a
worksheet or when the teacher stopped lecturing
and asked some of the students to write their solu-
tions to a problem on the blackboard.

Both studies focused on mathematics classes
rather than on classes in subjects such as reading,
where cultural differences in teaching practices
may be more strongly determined by the content
of what is being taught. For example, it is likely
that the processes of teaching and learning about
the multiplication of fractions transcend cultural
differences, whereas teaching children how to read
Chinese characters may require different ap-
proaches from those used to teach children to read
an alphabetic language.
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Japanese and Chinese teachers recognize individ-

o

mental readiness. Before we discuss how they do that

val differences among students, but they handle that in a whole-group setting, we need to first address the
diversity in a very different way. First, as we will see question of whether American classrooms are more
in more detail later, they have much greater amounts diverse than Asian ones, thus potentially rendering
of nonteaching time than do American teachers, and whole-class instruction more difficult.

part of that time is available for working wiFh individ- Whenever we discuss our research on teaching
ual students. They may spend extra time with slower practices, someone in the audience inevitably re-
students or ask faster students to assist them, but minds us that Japan and China are nations with rela-
they focus their lesson on teaching all children re- tively homogeneous populations while the United

gardless of apparent differences in ability or develop- States is the melting pot of the world. How could we




