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Abstract

The Japanese methodology, known in the West as Lesson Study, has been exploited in teacher education programs
in various parts of the world, including the Brazilian Amazon where two pioneering studies have been carried out
recently. This paper is a reflection on potential challenges to the implementation of this methodology in the
Amazon. An inference that is drawn from it is that the current circumstances of the teaching culture and other
cultural characteristics obtaining in this region only admit the implementation of a vague version of the Japanese
Lesson Study.

Keywords: Lesson Study, Teacher education, Amazon, Research.

DOI: 10.7176/RHSS/10-22-04

Publication date: November 30™ 2020

1. Introduction

Lesson Study is a widely disseminated methodology used to help teachers to improve their teaching practice
through the systematic observation of certain lessons, treating them as an object of study. Ultimately, teachers
doing Lesson Study seek to understand their students’ learning process and provide them with effective means to
master the contents that they are taught (Stigler & Hiebert, 1999; Lewis, 2000; Weeks & Stepanek, 2001;
Fernandez & Chokshi, 2002; Lewis, 2002; Byrum, Jarrell, & Munoz, 2002; Cerbin & Kopp, 2006; Isoda, 2006;
Stigler & Hiebert, 2009; Laskowski, 2011; Lewis, 2014; Lewis, Perry, Friedkin, & Roth, 2012, Hiebert & Morris,
2012; Ebaeguin & Stephens, 2015; Wake, Swan, & Foster, 2016; Widjaja, Groves, & Doig, 2017). In Japan, where
it originated as Jugyou Kenkyuu and has been part of the teaching culture for over a hundred years (Stigler &
Hiebert, 1999), there are some cultural characteristics crucial to understanding the success of this methodology.

Based on the dimensions of national culture of Hofstede (Hofstede, 1980; G. Hofstede, G. J. Hofstede, &
Minkov, 2010), Ebaeguin and Stephens (2015) have identified five key factors of the Japanese culture that seem
to have contributed to the successful implementation of Lesson Study in Japanese schools. The first is the Japanese
hierarchical flexibility, which allows both experienced and novice teachers the possibility to exercise leadership
roles in different Lesson Study cycles. The second consists of the equitable appreciation of collective and
individual opinions of members of lesson study groups, which favors decision-making in their group discussion
meetings. The third factor is the fact that the Japanese society is among the most uncertainty-avoiding societies in
the world, and for this reason they strive for the establishment of strict rules for the prevention of possible risks.
Not surprisingly, this culture of strict-rule enforcement is also prevalent in the Japanese Lesson Study, in which
the planning is done meticulously over a prolonged period of time, and each small detail is analyzed prior to any
decision that may contribute to the success of the lesson. The fourth factor concerns the high degree of masculinity
of the Japanese society, whose dominant values are achievement and success, which suggests the preference for
competitiveness. In the process of experiencing Lesson Study in Japanese teaching, this preference is reflected in
the promotion of the desire for self-improvement. The last cultural factor considered decisive for the success of
this methodology in its birthplace is the fact that Japan is one of the countries most oriented toward the
establishment of long-term goals (Ebaeguin & Stephens, 2015; Hofstede, 1980; G. Hofstede, et al., 2010), an
aspect considered important when doing Lesson Study (Lewis, 2002; Murata, Lewis, & Perry,2004; Cerbin &
Kopp, 2006; Isoda, 2006).

Lesson Study is conducted in cycles of actions. Typically, a complete Lesson Study cycle involves six steps,
namely: (1) defining objectives; (2) planning the research lesson — a lesson that the group of teachers involved in
the Lesson Study process uses as a laboratory to test the planned solutions aimed at solving problems of teaching
and learning in the classroom; (3) teaching and observing the research lesson and data collecting; (4) reflecting on
the collected data; (5) revising and teaching the lesson again — if necessary; and (6) sharing results (Lewis & Hurd,
2011; Stepanek, Appel, Leong, Mangan, & Mitchell, 2007). As can be inferred from the description of these steps,
Lesson Study involves collaborative work, perception, reflection, high level of commitment to education and the
ability to share experiences. In Japan, the experience of going thought a Lesson Study cycle implies a careful study
of students, live observations of a small number of research lessons, and painstaking lesson planning and
implementation aiming to optimize the achievement of learning objectives (Lewis, 2002; Murata et al., 2004;
Cerbin & Kopp, 2006; Isoda, 2006). In the literature, the success in achieving research lesson objectives is found
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in several reports of Lesson Study experiments (Fernandez & Chokshi, 2002; Fernandez, Cannon, & Chokshi,
2003; Murata et al., 2004; Zilliox & Fernandez, 2004; Cerbin & Kopp, 2006; Isoda, 2006; Roback, Chance, Legler,
& Moore, 2006; Tall, & Isoda, 2007; Kratzer & Teplin, 2007; Bergenske, 2008; Suh & Fulginiti, 2012; Adams,
2013; Tatang & Kuno, 2013; Hj Suhaili & Shahrill, 2015; Ngang; Sam, 2015; Elliott, 2016; Griffiths, 2016; Bae,
Hayes, Seitz, O'Connor, & DiStefano, 2016; C. Lewis, 2016; J. M. Lewis, 2016; Triyanto, 2015; Chenault, 2017,
Macedo & Bellemain, 2017; Mynott, 2017; Widjaja et al., 2017; Nishimura, Kobayashi, & Ohta, 2018; Schipper,
Goei, de Vries, & van Veen, 2018). These favorable reports tend to strengthen the belief in the formative potential
of the methodology. Presuming this showcase of support for Lesson Study is justified, an obvious question to ask
is whether its formative potential can be explored satisfactorily in cultural contexts that are eminently different
from the one where the methodology originated, as is the case in the Brazilian Amazon/.

2. Diversity and adversity in the Amazon

The Amazon is quintessentially more than just the combination of geo-political and economic factors (Loureiro,
2015). It includes a large diversity of flora, fauna, peoples and cultures. The question of the challenges to the
implementation of Lesson Study in this region draws on a reflection on the configuration and status of its
educational system vis-a-vis economic and ethnic social factors mentioned in several publications. A review of
some of these texts has provided a glimpse into the type of school education that is carried out in this region, and
its status in comparison with that which occurs in other regions of Brazil.

Vieira (2019), for example, draws attention to educational inequalities in Brazil, emphasizing that the
precariousness of school infrastructure in the Amazon is not paralleled in other parts of this country. It is not
surprising, then, that the quality of education of the Amazonian people is negatively affected, as is evidenced by
the lowest scores in national standardized exams obtained by Amazonian students — this fact alone appears to
require a differentiated attention to the education system of this region (Oliveira, 2016). There appears to be a
pernicious influence of the economic system of the country on the performance of Amazonian students that may
explain their low achievements as compared to those of students from other regions. One evidence of this is the
fact that the Amazon is not favored with the material conditions that facilitate access to educational opportunities
in the other regions of the country. It would be naive, then, to subscribe to the possibility of an egalitarian
educational development in a region in such a state of disadvantage, especially in this technological world, which
creates an increasing dependency on its products to run entire sectors of society, including the judiciary, healthcare
and educational systems, even more so now amid the COVID-19 pandemic. The access, operation and maintenance
of these products require purchasing power, something that most of the Amazonian population lacks, and this
constitutes a major impediment to the region’s continuous flow of development.

Reflecting on the peculiarities of the Amazon, Corréa (2018) calls attention to the need to contemplate
population diversity when implementing educational programs in this region. The Amazon is home to indigenous,
riverine and quilombola2 communities, each of which having idiosyncratic identities that have to be seriously
considered in their schooling process. Such ethnic diversity inevitably demands some reflection on the need to
expand the skills and competences that teachers must have to work in this region. It is by no means a simple task
to teach different ethnic groups with particular behaviors and learning rhythms, especially the Amazonians, who
historically have faced many adversities, such as the quilombolas’ struggle for freedom, the riverine communities’
subjection to still precarious infrastructure conditions, or the indigenous peoples’ attempt to maintain their
traditions and defend their land.

Drawing a parallel between diversities in the Amazon region and their potential negative effects on the
schooling process of its inhabitants, Nascimento, Cordeiro, Tavares, & Beltrao (2018, p. 2) conceive high school
education in the state of Para as a "complex reality" because this state, although vast and rich in biodiversity and
other natural resources, is the home to the students with the lowest school achievement scores in Brazil — Para

1The term Amazon may be confusing since it can mean different things: (a) Continental Amazon (also referred to as Pan-Amazon or
International Amazon) is a region that includes parts of Brazil and parts of neighboring countries (Garcia, 2011; Mattos Neto, 2012; Loureiro,
2015); (b) Classical Amazon (also referred to as Brazilian Classical Amazon and Geographical Amazon) is composed by the seven northern
states of Brazil, namely Acre, Amapa, Amazonas, Para, Rondonia, Roraima and Tocantins (Lobao & Silva, 2018; Loureiro, 2015); (c¢) Legal
Amazon, or Brazilian Amazon includes the seven northern states of the Geographical Amazon plus the state of Mato Grosso and parts of the
state of Maranhdo. The Brazilian Amazon is subdivided into two parts: Occidental Amazon, comprising the states of Acre, Amazonas, Rondonia
and Roraima; and Oriental Amazon, encompassing the states of Amapa, Mato Grosso, Para, Tocantins and parts of Maranhdo (Instituto
Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatistica, 2014). Therefore, when the term Amazon is used in this paper, it refers to both the Legal and the Classical
Amazon.

2 A community composed of Afro-descendants who used to live in quilombos — places in the forest where runaway slaves took refuge from
their white colonial masters in Brazil.
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occupied the last position in the 2019 IDEB1 for high school, achieving only 3.4 points, along with the state of
Amapa, according to INEP (Brazil, 2020b). Additionally, the authors argue that, in comparison to other regions,
the expansion of primary education in Para has not yet been able to overcome the high educational inequalities in
urban and rural populations, considering aspects of gender and ethnicity. The precariousness of teaching is still a
reality in the state, the grade-age distortion, poor infrastructure conditions and the lack of policies to guarantee the
permanence and success of the student are factors that evince the educational disadvantage of the student
population in Para, which weighs unfavorably when the educational system of the Brazilian Amazon is considered
as a whole.

An evident paradox obtains in the Amazon: at the same time that it thrives in diversity, natural resources and
constitutes an important source of raw materials to other parts of the country and the world, the region is home to
a poor population resultant from the miscegenation among riverines, quilombolas, indigenous peoples and settlers
from other parts of Brazil (Sousa, Santos, & Sousa, 2016; Fernandes, 2018). Colares and Souza (2015) consider
this racial melting pot a cultural mosaic that should be taken into account by the school system and those
responsible for teacher education because, when addressing Amazonian issues to Amazonian students, it is
imperative that teachers have robust historical and theoretical knowledge to assume ethical, political and
committed stances toward the social transformation of these students. This perspective is consistent with the
reflections of Fernandes (2018), who argues for the participation of members of the beneficiary communities in
the planning and implementation of provisions of social policies. For this participation to be effectively beneficial
to local communities, the Amazonians will need teachers with the qualifications advocated by Colares and Souza
(2015).

The misstep in the area of education in the Amazon in relation to other regions in Brazil also seems to be due
to many years of Amazonian youth higher education deprivation (Daniel-Junior, 2018), a factor that has
contributed to the escalation of the adversities faced by its population. Whether riverines, indigenous peoples,
quilombolas or any other ethnic groups living either in rural or urban areas, all are challenged to bear the social
burden of the region’s lagging economic and educational systems in addition to the failure of public authorities to
provide the means for the Amazon to catch up with more developed regions of the country. This burden seems to
be heavier in the inner Amazon, away from the main cities of the region. Corroborating this hypothesis,
Vasconcelos (2016) reports how PARFOR2 students are characterized by their teachers: people of simple life who
usually live and teach primary school students in rural and urban areas of Amazonian municipalities, and who are
faced with numerous obstacles in their attempt to have access to the education offered by this program, and in their
work in schools. The author argues that the own opinion of these PARFOR students about themselves is so self-
deprecating that they define themselves as being nobody, worthless or losers as a result of being instilled with the
notion that the program is a deception. All these factors lend credence to the argument that high-quality schooling
in the Amazon is a luxury that only a small percentage of the population can afford — private education is also an
option that wealthy families normally choose for their children in other regions of the country (Cardoso & Negrao,
2006).

The diversity and ethos landscapes of the Amazon region are also discussed by Setton (2015). This author
underscores the need to understand how the actors responsible for the collapse of the educational system in this
region relate to one another. She also points out attitudes of some urban Amazonian youngsters that can provide
enlightening insight into this relationship, including their indifference to the problem of deforestation —
unquestionably a matter of global relevance — and their support for the installation of a multinational company and
the illegal trade in timber. Apart from revealing the ineffectiveness of the educational system to sensitize these
Amazonian youngsters to questions of vital importance for the survival of humankind, such attitudes also expose
some of the effects of economic rationality and the disregard for nature that is impregnated in their minds and
actions.

The brief reflections on the vast landscape of peculiarities of the Amazon presented here reveal some of the
problems that place the Amazon in disadvantage with other regions, and they should be taken into consideration
by researchers planning to conduct or currently conducting studies in this region. In potential comparative studies
with other regions of the country, knowledge of the ethos, values and worldviews of the Amazonian peoples, as
well as the economic status of the region can help them avoid producing misrepresentations of it, and may
encourage them to respect it for what it is. Therefore, it is not enough to reiterate that this region needs to be treated
with caution and attention, especially around education. Having said that, however, one can still argue that,

1In 2007, the Anisio Teixeira National Institute of Educational Studies and Research (under the Brazilian Ministry of Education), commonly
known as INEP, created the Indice de Desenvolvimento da Educagio Basica (IDEB) as a metric to measure the progress in primary and
secondary education offered in all the states of the federation. On a scale from zero to ten, IDEB combines the results of two sets of categories
(a) students’ achievement rates, and their remaining in or dropping out of the school system, and (b) students’ results on standardized tests
taken while attending primary and secondary school (Brasil, 2020a) .

2The National Plan for Primary and Secondary School Teacher Education (PARFOR) was launched in 2009 by the Brazilian Ministry of
Education as an emergency program aimed at qualifying in-service teachers at undergraduate level throughout the country. Most of the teachers
joining this program, however, are those working in schools across the Amazon region (Silva Grandson & Torres, 2017).
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considering the current Amazonian context, the cultures of teaching and learning in the region may not be
congenial to implementing innovative methodologies, such as the Japanese Lesson Study. It is not a matter of
making negative prognoses about educational experiments in the Amazon, but of instigating reflections on the
impact that these socio-economic-cultural biases may have on a region that has historically been at a rampant
disadvantage in comparison with other regions of Brazil.

3. Studies on Lesson Study in the Amazon

To date, there are two studies on the implementation of Lesson Study in the Amazon, both designed as qualitative
case studies (Yin, 2018): one centered on initial teacher education and the other, on teacher continuing professional
development. In the first study, informed by authors such as Dudley (2015), Schon (2000, 2016), Zeichner (2008),
Freire (1989, 1991, 2011a, 2011b, 2014), Perrenoud (2002), Fullan and Hargreaves (2012), Wenger (1998) and
Shulman (1986,1987), K. L. S. J. Oliveira (2018) examines potential contributions of Lesson Study to the
education of a group of aspiring EFLI teachers while doing their practice teaching in a government-funded
secondary school. In the second study, capitalizing on Novoa (1999, 2007, 2009), Shulman (1986), Lewis et al.
(2012), Cerbin and Kopp (2011), Stepanek et al. (2007) and Lave and Wenger (1991), H. N. Oliveira (2018)
reflects on the first experience of a group of primary and secondary school EFL teachers with Lesson Study trying
to understand both their attitudes toward the methodology and its effects on them.

Yet a third piece of research about Lesson Study was carried out in the Amazon, but it consisted of an
interpretative analysis of K. L. S. J. Oliveira’s (2018) and H. N. Oliveira’s (2018) master’s theses. The results of
the investigation led the author to two conclusions: (i) despite recognizing the effectiveness of Lesson Study, the
participants of the studies reported in both theses had only a superficial experience of the principles of the
methodology; and (ii) the teaching culture to which they were exposed in their classroom experiences either as
school students, undergraduates or teachers affected negatively their first experience with Lesson Study (Silva,
2020). Guided by Applied Thematic Analysis (Guest, MacQueen, & Namey, 2012), Silva (2020) reached
conclusions (i) and (ii) through discursive categories, abstracted from the theses that he analyzed, and the
transcriptions of the interviews that he conducted with the two researchers.

As evidence of support for conclusion (i), Silva (2020) argues that, although the participants of both studies
have demonstrated through interviews some knowledge about the concepts, objectives and functions of Lesson
Study — which could give the impression of a harmonic, appropriate and successful implementation of the
methodology — they were unable to put into practice most of what they had learned about the methodology. In
practical terms, in both experiments there were instances of resistance to planning, individualistic attitudes, change
of focus on student learning process to teacher performance, lack of interest in group discussion, and allegations
of lack of time for engagement in some of the activities. The author believes that the researchers themselves have
at times demonstrated superficiality in their experiences of the methodology. By way of example, Silva (2020)
points out that the two researchers may have underutilized the role of knowledgeable other2, possibly due to their
overconfidence in the participants’ ability to go through a Lesson Study cycle professionally. They delegated
research activities to the participants without adopting a strict follow-up protocol to make sure that the activities
would be satisfactorily completed. If Silva's (2020) interpretation is correct, it becomes evident that the
appropriation of theoretical knowledge demonstrated by the researchers in the preparatory sessions for the
participants of their studies did not afford them complete success in their own experience of the methodology.

Expectations of successful experiments based only on understanding what a Lesson Study cycle is, its purpose,
and how it works are likely to result in frustration for those involved in the process. This perspective is shared by
Stigler and Hiebert (2009), who conceive of teacher learning as a cultural activity subject to maintaining forces of
stabilized traditional teaching practices. Breaking with these practices can occur through teachers’ awareness that
their professional development is necessarily tied to the study of teaching in their natural laboratory — the schools
where they work. At this point, the discussion about Silva’s (2020) conclusion (ii) is already underway, because
the inference that can be made is that the alienation and paralysis caused by forces supporting these traditional
practices have had a negative impact on the results of these two pioneering studies with Lesson Study in the
Amazon. These forces may have prevented the Lesson Study experience from being significant to the participants
of both studies. The sense of significance felt by teachers doing Lesson Study is a necessary factor for the optimal
exploitation of the professional development potential of this methodology (Byrum et al., 2002).

The evidence that supports Silva's (2020) conclusion (ii) includes a suspicious attitude of the class

1 English as a Foreign Language

2 The knowledgeable other, or the outside specialist (Lewis & Hurd, 2011), an educator invited to participate in a cycle of Lesson Study, plays
three key roles, according to Takahashi (2014). The first is to provide access to a deeper understanding of the content, curriculum, ideas behind
the textbook and pedagogical ideas. The second is to suggest possible directions for the team to develop the research theme of the school and
research lessons, in addition to trying to share observations of lessons that can help the team find solutions to problems identified during
observations. Finally, the third role is to provide teachers with the opportunity to reflect on important points learned from the discussions and
on what else they could learn if they were to revise and improve the lessons.
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investigated by K. L. S. J. Oliveira (2018), and the individualistic behavior of most participants reported in both
studies. Silva (2020) interprets the apprehensiveness of the students as a reflection of the culture of isolation
existing in the region and in other parts of the country. This seems to show that not only Brazilian teachers, but
also the students are not accustomed to collaborative teaching/learning practice. On the other hand, individualism
is pointed out by Felicio and Silva (2017) as one of the obstacles to the valorization of the educational context as
a formative space of equal importance for students and teachers participating in initial or continuing teacher
education programs. The individualistic attitude of both teachers and students identified in both studies reveals the
strong cultural impact caused by a methodology such as Lesson Study, whose essence consists of reflexivity and
collaborative practice, when implemented in environments where individualistic ethos and worldviews prevail in
the educational system.

Another evidence presented by Silva (2020) to support conclusion (ii) is the fact that the meticulously planned
Lesson Study preparatory workshops, the reading assignments and the discussion sessions promoted by the
researchers were not enough to prevent the emergence of cultural traits among the participants conflicting with the
ethos of successful Lesson Study experiences. Behaviors observed by the researchers such as inconstancy, lack of
assiduity, complacency, indifference, or negligence on the part of both the undergraduates and the teachers
participating in the studies severely impaired the implementation of the methodology. An example of these
instances is detailed in the study conducted by K. L. S. J Oliveira (2018). While one of the four participants of the
study sought collaborative work and discussion, the others remained indifferent to his suggestions, which caused
him to renounce trying to have them on board to exploit these fundamental principles of the methodology. On the
other hand, in the study conducted by H. N. Oliveira, the attempt to exercise leadership by one of the participating
teachers seems to have caused some complacency among the other teachers, a fact that the author believes to be
justified by the work overload of these teachers, which was not a problem faced by the participant who appeared
to be more engaged in the activities since he was only doing deskwork in his school during the period that he was
participating in the study. This means that he had more time to focus on the tasks related to the Lesson Study
experience.

It is possible, then, that in the Amazon and in other parts of the world teachers will have to settle for a modified
version of the Japanese Lesson Study because some cultural environments in the societies to which they belong
may be hostile to Jugyou Kenkyuu. The problem with modifications to the structure of a methodology is that they
can be so drastic as to completely mischaracterize it, making the new version a travesty of the methodology in its
original form. On the other hand, it is necessary to remember that one cannot attribute the success of Lesson Study
only to cultural factors, but — as Ebaeguin and Stephens (2015) point out — to the existence of highly qualified
teachers, to a clear expectation that teaching is a continuing commitment of the school for the sake of which the
school board exercises significant responsibility, to flexible financial resources that provide teachers with time to
develop professionally outside of their regular classroom activities, and to a financially beneficial teaching career
that rewards innovation and leadership and retains talented teachers in the classroom.

Ebaeguin and Stephens (2015) argue that a faithful approach to the Japanese model tends to begin
implementing Lesson Study cycles by asking about the skills and knowledge teachers need to be successful. In
contrast, an implementation that is sensitive to the local culture seeks first and foremost to identify the habits and
preexisting values that teachers have which can halt or support it. The authors also point out that not considering
the possible cultural barriers when introducing Lesson Study in a new context can lead to a delay in obtaining its
benefits or to a complete waste of time and effort.

4. Conclusion

Lesson Study, a centennial Japanese methodology used in the process of teacher professional development in
various parts of the world, has recently been introduced in the Amazon through two studies that ultimately sought
to understand its influences on pre- and in-service EFL teachers. But it seems that the cultural characteristics of
this region, especially in the field of education, constitute a significant impediment to an optimized exploration of
the methodology’s formative potential. This leads to the hypothesis that under the current circumstances only a
vague version of the Japanese Lesson Study would be feasible in the Amazon. Notwithstanding, as more studies
are carried out with Lesson Study in this region, the implementation of cycles of this methodology preserving its
fundamental characteristics is not an implausible reality.
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