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· Adults and Children Becoming Friends with School as the Base

There has been increasing autonomy in regards to how the empty classrooms (due to a dwindling child population) are opened to the community.  There are various forms to this, but in the case of the school I serve as principal—Akitsu Elementary School, four classrooms are open from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m., being used outside of regular school staff hours and on weekends, with complete management responsibilities left to members of the community.  The results:  for adults the local school has become a “hangout,” contributing to the area community; for the children, various opportunities to interact with energetic adults, and thanks to some classes being held with the adults, class content itself has become enriched.  Accordingly, school life has become substantially more fun, and incidences of truancy have decreased.  Moreover, when junior high and high school students come back for a visit, though their teachers may have been transferred, the adults they came to befriend are still around.  Seeing these students come back a little more mature causes the adults to treat them as individuals, a situation that seems to have made the school a friendly, comfortable place to come back to.

(Caption—The school’s Sports Festival is held in cooperation with the community and local business.  Regardless of PTA membership, elderly citizens also participate.  Responsibility is split accordingly and everyone gets to have fun.)

· Spirited Adult Club Activities Too

The most delightful activities that are held in these open classrooms (Community Rooms) are the elderly group’s activities.  Even on hot summer days, they carry in their boxed lunches and practice choral singing and Taisho Koto.  When I ask, “Why not the air-conditioned community center?” the response is “Because school is better.  Kids will come peer into the room, or sometimes they come in and we’re able to teach them something or have a little chat.”  As the idea of living only with one’s nuclear family advances, chances to interact with the elderly is getting more infrequent, which makes interactions with elderly community members that much more valuable.  On the other hand, children undeniably invigorate this population and contribute to the liveliness of their activities.  For an aging society, isn’t the idea of “dignification” as the ages mix a truly valuable means of developing a purpose in life?  Similar to this, there are over 40 community groups who use the school as an activity center, and life-long learning friendships continue to develop.
· Towards Resonant Community Development


During activity breaks for instance, one can hear students make comments such as “You know, Mrs. Suzuki is a bit older and lives all alone, I heard she isn’t able to change the fluorescent lights in her house… do you know if there’s some kind of service for that?” and “Over at Mr. Yamamoto’s place, when it rains he has a hard time getting to the hospital, wonder if anyone might have time to take him and bring him back…?”  These types of exchanges really serve to circulate information and bring about potential solutions in the community.  It is precisely this sort of sentiment that resulted in the birth of a volunteer service group to carry out small tasks based on information that simply doesn’t get to the ears of municipal government.


As teachers, seeing children eagerly attend school allows us to concentrate on our teaching responsibilities, all in all having a multiple effect because these teachers can then exercise their true abilities.

· Towards a Simply Progressive System


From children to the elderly, everyone acts nicely to each other, adult’s group activities surpass a usual community’s group activities; “school—community fusion” is the concrete effect provided by Akitsu Elementary School.  I think that adults who turn their own residences into accessible, livable areas and orient themselves for the benefit of the community and the resolution of its problems are examples of true wisdom.


Presently, many people are known to be ill at ease, and as more problems continue to erupt, people constantly grope for solutions.  However, in spite of how great an effort one individual is able to make, there are limits, and the solutions can be hard to come by.  This is why a collective approach to problem solving is necessary.


On that note, schools everywhere serve as sanctuaries within their communities.  They are places entirely suitable for shouldering the role of activating communities if properly oriented.  Therefore, I think that suggesting schools as the focus of “school—community fusion” is one essential objective of ESD.  An ideal example—in fact, of the unlimited potential of sustainability fostered by the people.


I believe to make empty classrooms accessible is not merely a school’s vision, but instead, fosters fresh perspectives regarding new types of education and community development through school and community bonds.

(Caption—Kids and adults spent a night in school together, and participated in Disaster Prevention Training.)

Q
Recently, dangerous incidences at schools have started to grow more frequent, so public opinion might claim that opening schools to the community is a move in the wrong direction.  What is your take on this trend?
A
Is there truly protocol currently in existence to protect a school?  Physically speaking (budget, people, etc.) there are emergency measures such as “crime prevention policies,” but are these really guaranteed?  To close a school, is forcing it to take one-winged flight.  In this case, what is one supposed to think of the lack of educational functions it is supposed to provide?


Educational functions stem from the intangible workings of individuals.  The simple spread of knowledge does not allow people to develop as individuals.  Clearly, schools are comprised of a diversity of individuals, a diversity that affects people in various capacities, a characteristic that must not be lost.


In regards to security, I believe a “wall of people” is effective.  Suspicious persons that are out to commit some kind of crime are known to be averse to being looked at and spoken to.  When schools are opened and serve as a place for a variety of activities to be enjoyed by the wider community, this effectively keeps suspicious individuals at bay, thus closing a school physically becomes unnecessary.


More importantly is the development of a community that doesn’t create unscrupulous people.  In response to cases related to pent-up psychological conditions, wouldn’t interaction with an array of different members of the community from a young age be most effective?

Q
I’ve heard that schools have become very busy since switching to a five-day school week.  Within that system, how are teachers involved in the “school—community fusion”?
A
It’s odd that in spite of the number of school hours having decreased, the five-day school week has indeed made the school environment busier.  On the other hand though, the teachers are involved with the “school—community fusion” in a variety of ways.  The question combined teachers’ busy-ness and their relationship to the fusion, but involvement with the community relationship and a teacher’s workload aren’t in fact equal.


Inherently, “fusion” is full of merit for both the school and the community.  Teachers’ participation in community events on their days off would be unsustainable—a work burden destined to fail.  However, one way to take part in the “fusion” is by inviting “community guests” to participate in classes, which are a teacher’s core responsibility.  In these types of classes, the teachers don’t act as instructors, but rather as coordinators, allowing the “fusion” process to take true effect.


As I described in the main article, these guests introduce us to their special talents in a very straightforward manner, making classes truly fruitful (school-oriented merit).  While our guests are given a chance to present themselves to the kids, gain a true sense of joy from them, and expand their connections to other individuals (community-oriented merit).


There are an abundance of examples of these types of classes within the Fusing Schools and Communities Education Committee I preside over.

(Caption—Learning how to weave rope out of straw from elderly citizens.)

Q
What types of things does the Volunteer Activity Service Circle do?
A
There are a variety of individuals living in any given community; each person must be treated as an important part of that community.  In Akitsu, the slogan “Community Development for Safety, Comfort and Normalization” is widely known.  Our second graders presented the “bell-ringing” crickets they raised in their Life Learning class to elderly citizens, based on the idea that these citizens living alone may become a little lonely.  From there, these students started making occasional visits to these people’s houses.  When other community members heard this story, they thought “if kids are doing this, we should be doing something too,” and that is how the “Tombo (dragonfly) Service” volunteer group was started.  It’s mostly made up of recent retirees who still have lots of energy, getting together, sharing their common interests, and deciding what they can do.


A variety of activities mostly take place at the individual residences of elderly community members.  Responding to worries such as “I’d like to change my light-bulb, but I’m a bit unsure about climbing up a step-ladder,” or in the case of “I love sitting under my kotatsu and would like to watch television from under it, but bending down to get under it puts a nasty strain on my knees,” the group devised a chair that allowed the person to get under the kotatsu without having to bend their knees to do so, allowing them to keep their legs extended.


Initially this was a free service, but the groups started receiving small presents, so now they ask for 500 yen across the board, putting 100 yen towards the group’s operating expenses.

Q
When you first think I want to incorporate ESD in a school, what’s the best way to start?
A
Rather than starting with “what,” its better to take the first steps with the available people and the right timing.  When these variables are set, it’s not about “what can I give or do for someone?” but rather “how the students and I can learn something together” is the mindset that will allow for smooth progression.  The idea that if a school can borrow from the community, the educational results and the teacher’s dedication and interest will benefit is most widely held.


I would like to describe two long-standing examples that came from the community.


First, armbands:  As a measure to prevent suspicious persons from committing criminal acts, teachers would wear armbands while on patrol around the school.  Now however, guardians wear the armbands even when out on daily errands.


Second, kid’s area:  Creation of a “Kid’s Area” for after school and off days, where kids can participate in a variety of activities (depending on the kids and adults present).  For example, collection of scrap wood, instructing the kids on how to cut or chop it into usable firewood, and then roasting sweet potatoes.


This simple, safe and practical type of activity is an important means of general community development that allows children to grow up strong and having developed a healthy relationship with the community.

(Caption—Inviting foreign guests to come in and talk about the various differences between their countries and Japan.)

