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New elementary school textbooks to be introduced in April 2020 will give
parents some ideas about how things have changed since their own school days.

Ninety percent of the education ministry-approved textbooks for public
elementary schools contain QR codes and other technological features to help
students with their studies.

When these QR codes are scanned by smartphones and other devices, the Web
pages of the textbook publishers pop up on the screens to show prepared videos
and other visual materials to help students learn about the topics. They are
useful not just for classroom learning but also for studying at home.

New technology has greatly expanded the scope of what school textbooks can
offer.

The visual learning aids allow students to understand, at a glance, how to
carry out specific experiments or use specific tools, for example. When students
start learning English, which will formally become a subject to be taught to
fifth- and sixth-graders in fiscal 2020, they can check the correct pronunciations
of words again and again.

Video materials make it easier for students to learn about certain natural
phenomena, such as the moon’s waxing and waning phases, than charts and
other still graphics.

Such learning aids will also serve as powerful supportive tools for students
with visual or hearing disabilities.

The technology will also help compensate for a shortage of opportunities for
students to benefit from cultural and natural resources.

Students of needy families, for instance, tend to have fewer opportunities to
visit museums or go on outings. Textbooks with these technological features can
give them virtual experiences of such activities to help expand their knowledge.

There are, however, legitimate concerns about children who do not have access
to the necessary devices. Steps should be taken to prevent these students from
being put at a disadvantage.

All important visual materials should be shown during classes, while
necessary devices should be made available at schools and public libraries for
free access.

Schools and boards of education need to take these and other steps to ensure
equal opportunities for all students.

Under the education ministry’s new guidelines for school curricula, to
be introduced in April 2020, computer programming should be taught at
elementary school, mainly to the higher grades.



Programming classes will be more focused on helping students develop the
ability to think than on acquiring skills.

One textbook for the subject asks students what they should do to program a
robot to draw a square with one side 4 centimeters in length.

After showing the need to program the robot to repeat the process of moving
in a 4-cm straight line and then making a 90-degree left turn, the textbook gives
another programming task for students.

This problem-solving challenge is designed to make students aware of the
importance of the ability to think logically and communicate the process
accurately for computer programming.

Technology will eventually become obsolete. But the ability to think logically
remains useful through a person’s entire life.

The subject should be taught with the recognition that it can also contribute
to the development of the ability to understand the explanations of things in
Japanese texts.

In response to criticism about the curricula for “yutori,” or pressure-free
education, which were blamed for declining academic performances among
Japanese students, school textbooks have become steadily thicker over the
cycles of revisions to the curriculum guidelines in recent years.

This time is no exception, with new approved textbooks containing 10 percent
more pages on average than those authorized under the previous teaching
guidelines.

Another factor behind the increase in the volume of textbook content is a
richer collection of advice and suggestions for teaching to meet the needs of
the growing ranks of young teachers. These tips and proposals are intended to
support teachers without much teaching experience.

Excessive aid and support, however, could serve as a disincentive for students
to think on their own.

Teachers, for their part, could end up only scratching the surface if they try to
cover all the content of textbooks during classes. That would run counter to the
principal goal of the new teaching guidelines, which is to help students become
capable of “independent and deep” learning.

There is a limit to pursuing both quality and quantity.

As they try to measure the potential of the new textbooks, teachers and
policymakers will also need to evaluate the appropriateness of the amount of
learning required under the new guidelines and make necessary adjustments.

(4t : EDITORIAL : New high-tech textbooks will reboot traditional school
education, The Asahi Shimbun, March 28, 2019, JEX® % %)
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