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Born in Shizuoka Prefecture, 1974.  After graduation from university, Hirano was employed at the rehabilitation facility for the mentally disabled.  While there she started to question the livelihood of such individuals, started thinking about the possibilities of volunteerism, and ultimately resigned from her job.  From there, Hirano accumulated experience as an employee at the Citizen’s Welfare Organization, and works part time at the Itabashi Board of Education and Ohara Social Education Institute.  As a support staff for Comprehensive Studies at the Volunteer Citizens Educational Advancement Activity Center, Itabashi she is utilizing “After 5?” and enjoying learning with the children.

· Class-based Cooperation in the District’s 42 Elementary and Junior High Schools

For 20 years the organization existed within a welfare organization, when in 2001 it was launched as a separate “volunteer education division,” coinciding with the International Year of Volunteers.  In regards to the support of “comprehensive studies time periods” (henceforth “comprehensive studies”), a survey was conducted in 2002 prior to its inception, to determine the necessity of support connecting schools and the community, upon which we received official consignment from the District Office.  Last year, in one year’s time, 216 support staff and 61 instructors cooperated in class coordination at the 42 elementary and junior high schools.


Upon reception of an official request, we are sure to visit the school prior to the lesson, and while focusing on welfare and international understanding activities, decide on lesson plan contents with the teacher’s cooperation.

(Caption—Over lunch, exchange with a visually impaired guest who was called in as an instructor.  Children’s learning experiences are deepened through direct contact.)

· Turning an Ear to Children’s Voices, Learning from Interaction


At one elementary school, a guest who was in an electric wheelchair due to an inability to use his limbs was asked, “Do you have any inconveniences?”  To which he replied, “I was born like this, so I don’t think it’s inconvenient at all!” upon which the child commented, “Oh, so you’re just like me” in a small, noticeably excited voice.


Children truly are full of questions.  For example, “Why aren’t more places ‘barrier-free’?  Does it cost money?”  Turning an ear to these voices, our support staff makes constant efforts to utilize a wide variety of community members.  In one class, we introduced an architect involved in building design.


Moreover, rather than simply teaching about “ways of guiding the visually-impaired,” we practice connecting “education” to the individual through experiential education, having the children actually “guide Mr. Suzuki to school,” as in one concrete example.  Direct contact with the thoughts and ways of life of community members allows for the development of realization and empathy, which adds a true sense of importance to these interactions and the way they are handled.  A lively education for children also serves to stimulate adults, which in turn, lends to the enrichment of disabled individuals’ community participation.

· Including Educators, Towards a Space for Adult Education

When conducting classes at some schools, where one-way “question and answer” drilling is the norm, there seems to be a suffocation of independent learning.  The children get to try using a wheelchair, and the only reflection they have is ‘it was fun!’  ‘What does each child have to say?’ ‘What is the point of getting community members involved?’  Though these situations are also educational, due to the fact we are not professional educators, when classes like this come to an end we simply let out a sigh of relief.


Looking back on these experiences, we currently hold project meetings in conjunction with the District Community Education Hall in regards to comprehensive studies, where adults can get together to learn from each other.  I hope it serves as an opportunity for students, housewives, disabled guest instructors, citizens, practitioners, and teachers to get together, reflect, share, and organize their perspectives on a variety of issues, with hopes of ultimately achieving new practical approaches when visiting schools.

(Caption—Devotion to the continuation of a “peace network,” our friend from Afghanistan spoke to us about the issue of peace in comprehensive studies.)

· ESD—Education for a Collective Future


Due to the difficulty in grasping the meaning and spreading an understanding of “The Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)”, we opened 2005 with the slogan “The Decade of Education for a Collective Future”.  Coinciding with this start, in February we held a forum covering a variety of activities, fields, and age groups.  The education and encounters between children and adults must not go unseen in pursuit of education to shape the future.  One place for this is comprehensive studies.  We as individuals would like to recognize what the important things are for our future, and value a time and place to meet with various people of all ages, connecting each other among people who are involved in different subjects. 

Q
Upon receiving a school’s requests, are your lessons “catered” or “one shot” if you will?  Or rather are they conducted based on consulting with the teachers regarding lesson content?
A
Visitation requests from schools are primarily one-time occurrences, however there are some 6-month and even year-long requests that we manage.  Regardless of the type of request, the office (and as many support staff as possible) visits the school beforehand to discuss the content and progression of the class, appropriate instructors, and a possible number of support staff to be on-hand.  The lesson’s theme, relevant prior knowledge and post-lesson prospects are all determined based on teacher consultation.

Q
What’s the number of schools that ask for your support?  In particular, how many of those schools do you see regularly?
A
We expanded to 50 schools for the April 2004 to March 2005 academic year.  Most lessons are “one shot,” however we also have 6-month relationships with 14 of the schools.

Q
What are your staff and instructor numbers and content?
A
During the April 2004 to March 2005 academic year, we’ve seen up to 962 support staff.  Within our welfare program, the instructors include the physically disabled (individuals who live their lives in a wheelchair, or those who are visually-impaired), volunteer group members who read Braille or communicate using sign language, elderly members of the local community, architects and welfare facility workers.  In regards to themes outside of welfare, we call on foreigners residing in the district, the Local History Research Society, and just recently we’ve started themes based on workplace experiences in which free-lance writers and bakers have been cooperating.

Q
Can you explain the overall situation regarding any subsidies, instructor fees and other expenditures?
A
We receive one million yen annually from the Itabashi district’s solicitations of the Tokyo Board of Education’s Community Education Support Net Venture.  Of that, ￥720,000 goes to office personnel expenses, ￥150,000 covers support staff transportation fees, and the remainder is allotted to printing fees and general consumption expenses.  While each requesting school covers instructor fees.

Q
In any area, what points do you want children to subjectively grasp and learn from?
A
It would have to be so as not to simply implant or drill the ideas and answers that adults have provided into their heads.  I feel that our support staff truly attends to the inquiries and interests of children, placing emphasis on learning together, so that they are able to think and reason subjectively.  For example, the children have become capable of acting, expressing themselves, and directly questioning thanks to a clear understanding born from personal experience with a disabled individual rather than having a simple, one-way conversation with that individual.

(Caption—After having personally experienced what it might be like to live in a wheelchair.  Children’s interest grows after a physically and speech-disabled instructor teaches how he operates an electric wheelchair.)

Q
I’m aware of “with the welfare program as the core, connecting to international understanding cultural activities,” but what are the welfare program activities?  And in what ways are they connected to other programs?
A
The main characteristics of our welfare program is to include a disabled person himself in the activity.   We endeavor to create programs emphasizing exchanges within small group through themes such as “Living Together,” “What We Can Do,” and “Community Building for Everyone’s Improvement”.  Concretely speaking, a group of 6-10 children would guide a visually-impaired person around their school, eat school lunch wearing an eye-mask and try handling and exchanging money.  In the wheelchair trial, students would decide upon a course around their school including stores, parks and other public facilities, and carry out a survey on the area’s “barrier-free” status.  Besides this, volunteer groups have taught the children Braille, and support staff have accompanied children to hotels, amusement parks and baseball parks for reporting.  As for international understanding, there have been exchanges in which we’ve been introduced to Philippine culture, language and games, play through English, Mongolian wrestling, and at the Local History Society, members of the local community serve as support for the children’s investigations.  While keeping the school’s request in mind, the coordinator creates a relationship in which community members come into personal, open contact with the schools.

Q
I understand the aim of “enriching the community participation of disabled  individuals,” but in what settings is this taking place?
A
Within the population of disabled persons, there are those who are very enthusiastic about getting out and involved in the community, and then there are those who don’t or aren’t capable of sharing in those opportunities.  Moreover, the number of disabled persons who suffer from insensitive looks and words are not a mere few.  Depending on the person, simply going to school requires a substantial amount of courage.  In class, the children present an attitude that is very eager to learn what it means to be disabled, and the instructors can truly feel this.  Some guests are even known to shed tears when exposed to the children’s kindness.  From here, these guests begin looking forward to interacting with the children.  Then some of these guests start to get involved not only as instructors, but also rather as support staff themselves.  To be able to convey the true meaning of the ideology of “normalization,” I believe that disabilities in fact allow these individuals to understand what they can do, which is in turn connected to their reasons for living.

Q
Currently, what types of issues are there in respect to the projects being held in conjunction with the District Community Education Hall?
A
Within the projects, we are trying to get a grasp on the best way for adults to get involved, so as to truly understand what it is children are interested in learning.  Also, what might the role of educators be?  When children themselves start realizing what the issues are, what is the best approach for advancing the course of their education?  Discussions are held based on the reports of actual instances like these.  Within those issues are the issues of sharing what was gained from these classes with people who didn’t actually attend.  What did the children think and feel, how were the instructors, support staff, and teachers involved, were the children able to gain any meaning and in turn share it, all of these questions and their answers are capable of benefiting future activities, and I feel the ability and power to express these issues is essential.  Lastly, an important objective is to find a coordinator who can connect schools and the community, and ensure the continuous teacher participation in the community.  Presently, we’re grasping for a way to close in on teachers’ situations, and creating a platform for dialogue with the community.

