
What is  ‘Practice Study’? 
 
‘Practice study’, deriving from ‘lesson study’ in primary and lower secondary schools in Japan, is one effective method of professional 

development.  In Japan, primary and lower secondary schools are compulsory and most of them are governed by a public sector 

(99.9% for primary schools and 92.7% for secondary schools in 2013: Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology 

2014a) such as city councils or the national government. Teachers in these schools are offered abundant opportunities of professional 

development and are obliged to participate in some of these options.   

 

 Lesson study is usually conducted as another method of professional development to improve teachers’ knowledge and practice 

skills on a specific subject or educational issue (Fernandez 2002; Lewis 2000; Lewis, Perry & Murata 2006).  In the 1990s, lesson 

study was known as ‘Japanese professional development practice’ in the United Sates. Lesson (‘Jugyo’ in Japanese) means one unit 

of one subject in every day school program.  Lessons are strictly regulated by a time-table and one unit time is 45 minutes in primary 

schools. In early childhood education, we call this process ‘Practice (‘Jissen’ in Japanese) study’ instead of ‘lesson study’ because 

there is no prescribed unit time in early childhood settings.  

 

In the typical process of practice study, first of all teachers decide a theme based on their concerns such as special needs education, 

art, music, and so on.  Then, teachers plan, practise, make documents, reflect and discuss under supervision of experienced 

teachers and/or professional researchers. Especially in public kindergartens, teachers usually make a final report of the practice study 

and conduct a final meeting to report the whole process of the study for teachers of other kindergartens in the same city council area. 
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Leadership to Enhance Education for 

Sustainability 
 

Tomioka-nishi nursery centre has continued to conduct the practice study on Environmental Education for 

Sustainability for five years up to the present. Through this study, teachers have realised that practice study 

has developed not only their observation and documentation skills, but also their confidence and self-

efficacy as educators.  These changes in the teachers have then brought changes to the children. Teachers 

describe children as showing more intimacy with animals and living organisms, curiosity about environment, 

sensitivity to natural environment and using exploring skills than before. In addition, this practice study has 

influenced other centres.  

 

The teachers have been recommended to make an article for a bulletin for the  Early Childhood Education 

Research Centre of the author’s university. The teachers were asked  to reflect on  all their practices of the 

past one year and to find problems which they had not solved and to think of some new ways to improve 

their practices. The centre has now published four articles.  The director always delivers reprints of the 

articles to all teachers of the centre including part-time workers, directors of other centres in the community, 

and officers of Sakai City Council to let them know, not only that Tomioka-nishi nursery centre has made 

great efforts to improve their practices, but also that it is possible to practice Environmental Education for 

Sustainability even at the early childhood level, including with babies and toddlers.  

 

Practice study is common in Japanese early childhood settings.  However, it is a rare case to continue a 

practice study on the same theme for several years. Practice study as professional development should be 

continued in a quality improvement way such as proposed in the PDCA (plan-do-check-act) cycle (first 

proposed by Deming in 1950).  One or two years is too short to deeply improve practices using the PDCA 

cycle. The practice study of Tomioka-nishi Nursery centre has now been conducted for five years under the 

same theme, ‘Early Childhood Environmental Education for Sustainability’,  and its new practices and 

achievements have been open to the public through annual reports.  It is important to learn from other 

teachers and centres to improve educational practices.  If a community has a leading centre on a new 

educational issue such as Education for Sustainability, other centres can learn from this centre and the  

quality of early childhood education for the whole community can be improved.  

Background 
 
We human beings are confronted with many serious  global environmental 

issues. Especially, climate change caused by global warming is the most 

important and urgent issue.  These issues are the results of our unsustainable 

ways of living which depend on fossil energy consumption and excessive 

consumerism. We have to find a new way of living to build a sustainable society, 

now. Education for Sustainability is one effective method for this.  

 

Education for Sustainability (EfS) is, however, quite  new  for early childhood 

education (Davis 2009; Inoue 2012).  In Australia, Education for Sustainability is 

described in the new national early childhood curriculum ‘Belonging, Being & 

Becoming - The Early Years Learning Framework’ (2009) and ‘the National 

Quality Framework’ (2012). Therefore, all early childhood centres should now 

be conscious of sustainability in their everyday practices. But, how do teachers 

introduce EfS into their practices when there are limited examples and what 

methods of professional learning might be useful. Teachers should be rethinking 

their existing activities from the view point of sustainability and find a way of 

promoting EfS in their own settings.  

 

A Case Study : Practice Study in               

Tomioka-nishi Nursery Center  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2010 

• Grant Project of Sakai City Council. 

• Study theme :Early childhood Environmental Education for Sustainability 

• Supervision of a professional researcher 

• Project for a five-year-old class with two teachers. 

• New playground with fruit trees, vegetable gardens, herb gardens, and composts 

2011 

• Teachers of all age groups joined this practice study under the same theme. 

• Each educator made short case study documentation every month. 

• Teachers had a monthly meeting after their work time and discussed the documented cases. 

• Monthly meetings were managed and guided by the centre director and the chief educator.  

2012 

• The director and the chief educator appointed four teachers to this role as ‘study leaders’.  

• These four leaders read all documents every month and identified some cases which were suitable for 
further discussion and took on a role of chairperson in the meetings to enhance teachers’ discussions,. 

• The director and the chief educator also selected four teachers as managers of the vegetable garden. 

• Teachers who were given these roles, engaged more actively and voluntarily in the study than 
previously. 

2013 

• New roles besides the study leader and manager of vegetable garden: a librarian and a poster creator. 

• The Librarian searched for children’s books on nature, environmental issues, and environmentally 
responsible ways of life, and bought books or borrowed these from the library in the community. 

• Poster creators made posters about animals and plants which symbolised the four seasons and were 
seen commonly in the playground and delivered them to each class including the baby and toddler 
groups.  

• The centre then had four kinds of roles in the practice study, and all educators were able to have a role.  

2014 

• Additional roles: one is a role of rethinking and rebuilding the centre’s curriculum.  

• An annual education plan is then made according to the centre’s curriculum. Tomioka-nishi nursery 
centre has a well-planned curriculum, however, it is time to rethink and renovate the centre’s curriculum.  

• Another new role is an interpreter for families. Teachers in this role research families’ interests in 
activities related to environmental education and give on information to families on centre activities and 
environmental issues.  


