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This study provides an insight to how teachers in
Hassho, a small public elementary school in Tokyo
managed a large-scale innovation mandated by
MEXT, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science and Technology. The implementation
of English in elementary school brought much
confusion to teachers who had no experience or
training in teaching English. Under the strong
centralized education system, the mandate is absolute
and the change was described by a teacher in this
study as “the arrival of the Black Ships.” Through
ethnographic method combined with semantic
differential techniques, the study first provides
descriptions of an effect of large-scale innovation at
grass-root level and second, analyzes to what extent
the variables and attributes described in the change
literature are pertinent to this case study.

Hassho underwent two enormous changes
simultaneously. One was the nation-wide
implementation of English language education
as a part of sogo-gakushu. The other was a nine-
year continuity program launched by the Board of
Education linking the two school levels — elementary

and junior high schools in the same school district.
The innovation proposed was a complex one since
it involved curriculum change, structural alterations,
teacher development and policy changes, all of
which were supervised by people outside of Hassho.
The largest alteration in the curriculum occurred
when they transformed an ALT-dependent eigo-
katsudo to a Japanese teacher-oriented English class.
Under the strong leadership of the Principal, Hassho
established a new organizational system which
required all teachers to take part in the innovation as
well as teacher workshops which were conducted on
a regular basis. The whole issue required teachers
to change their roles and behaviors, which are all by
means, the most difficult task.

The result of semantic differential rating shows
that while teachers had favorable image towards
teaching of English, they rated negatively on MEXT.
The Ministry’s arbitrary decision regarding policy
and lack of clarity in goal were the main reasons for
teachers’ dissatisfaction.

The interviews with Hassho teachers revealed
that the innovation proposed had the commonality
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of the attributes and problems described in the
educational change literature in the West. In this
study they are described as the four major demands
in which teachers had to respond. First, ‘change in
role and behavior’ required a shift from the usual
attire of teacher to a learning role model for children.
As teachers were mandated to teach English in
English, the pressure to change the role behavior
was intensified. Second demand was ‘skill’ in which
teachers attended workshops and training to gain
substantial knowledge on English syllabus and skills
to use new materials. Teacher development is one of
the critical issues for success in change and Hassho
was consistent in providing teachers with training.
Third was ‘intensification of time’ where teachers
had to spend more time on preparing and discussing
English lessons in addition to their usual workload.
The problem of time being intensified by innovation
appeared to be universal. The fourth demand
‘shared understanding’ served as the key factor in
this innovation. While some teachers expressed the
need to discuss and deepen the understanding about
the change, other teachers expressed dissatisfaction
and even resentment to teach English to children.
Shared understanding among teachers was one of the
most needed factors for a change to have successful
outcome.

As innovation proceeded, it became evident
that the perceptions of change among teachers
were inextricably tied to the degree of teachers’
understanding of the goal. As they were involved
in the structural alterations and behavioral change,
teachers eventually embraced change and learned to
live with it. Congruency of innovation and system
is essential to sustain innovation and in Hassho, the
capacity to accept the innovation was created by the
Principal.
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The success of innovation in Hassho owes much
to the strong leadership manifested by the Principal
who was aware of her new role in change. She
was effective and managed well in both political
and financial terms. She was quick to pinpoint the
problems and resolved them which sometimes
included teacher turnover. She was well aware of
the two attributes necessary for success in school
change: money and teacher development. She
vigorously worked to achieve those two factors.
Under the centralized education system in Japan,
the outcome of change depends heavily on how a
Principal interprets change and puts into effect.

The study concludes with three proposals for
successful change in English language education
in Japanese elementary school. One is that
administrators need to clarify the goal of innovation
before putting into effect. Even though the
innovation proposed is a political mandate, teachers
must be given opportunities to discuss the goal.
With the clarification of goal shared understanding,
which is the second proposal, will be easier to attain.
Since change takes place in a school which is an
organizational system, teachers must have shared
understanding about the goal and the innovation.
The third proposal is that in order to accommodate
change successfully, teachers need to have liberation
of mind. Change is often taken with negative aspects
such as intensification of time, threat to identity,
and fear for new roles. However, if teachers can
perceive innovation as an opportunity to grow and
improvement in teaching skills, change will no
longer be seen as “the Black Ships.” Such change of
mind is only possible through on-going support from
the administrators.
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