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Excerpts Taken from a Lecture Given to Novice Japanese Teachers in 
Light of the Full Implementation of Special Activities (tokkatsu) in the 
New Japanese Curriculum  (translated 2012,March)* 
   
                  Speaker,  SUGITA  Hiroshi 
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT)  
Curriculum Research Center National Institute for Educational Policy Research 
(NIER),  Special Director for Curriculum Subjects  (special activities, tokkatsu) 
	 	 

(Translated by:  KOMOTO Aiko, Univ. of Tokyo, Ph.D. candidate) 
*Note: words in ( ), were added to the original Japanese version. 

	 

1. What it Means to Improve “Special Activities”	 

To begin with, I would like to clarify the fundamental aims of the improvements which were made to 

the “special activities” (tokkatsu) (in the most recent revisions to the Course of Study).  The distinctive features 

and structures of “special activities” are the same as before, so this improvement does not mean that the nature of 

“special activities” has changed. It is important to avoid adopting practices that simply show that they are 

unconventional and which thus deviate from the substance of what “special activities” is all about. 

 The way the “special activities” is written in the new Course of Study has changed a lot, however. For 

example, we decided especially to emphasize the fostering of abilities to build personal relationships, 

participating in society, and encouraging autonomous abilities. As such, we added the words “building personal 

relationships” (to the Course of Study); in the light of improving practices relating to moral values, we added the 

words “deepening each child’s attitude toward life and fostering their ability to do their very best” as well.  

Moreover, we have revised goals in all the activities and school events. Within “special activities,” 

we made improvements by establishing goals for “classroom activities” for every two grades, considered as the 

lower, middle, and upper grades. To put it concretely, we emphasized not only the “relationships” among those in 
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the same grades, but also the “relationships” among children across different grades. We also revived the term 

“classroom meetings” (which is a category in “special activities”) in the guidebook for teachers. Beyond this, we 

expanded on the idea of “discussion activities” where children could put their ideas together collaboratively, 

where they create rules to follow, and where they can cultivate the ability to form relations, and so on. 

Even though you need to follow the fundamental goals, what we call “the principle of experiencing 

positive group activities,” and “fostering children’s autonomous ability or self-initiated and action-based 

attitudes,” the underlying messages behind these changes are intended to “form a positive attitude toward personal 

relations,” which had not been mentioned directly in the former instruction of the Course of Study. In the process 

of building such attitudes, “special activity” policies stipulated that teachers instruct with the intention of 

“deepening one’s thought about how to live communally with others” or “fostering the ability for each child to do 

his or her very best in collaborating.”   

 That means instructing children to take steps toward developing their “abilities” and “attitudes toward 

life.” In other words, you are asked not only to “foster” children in the sense that they change their behavior 

superficially, but also to “cultivate the child’s ability” in depth, so that what they learn becomes part of the child’s 

nature, something that they can make full use of in the future. Up to this point, the systematic goals that children 

should achieve in elementary and middle school has been made clear, though we now need to make an effort to 

link the goals fostered in elementary to those in middle school. 

 Simply put, it is important to discuss not only “what kind of activities you did” or “how they were 

carried out,” but also to address “what kind of behavior was fostered” and “what kind of abilities were acquired.” 

The new revisions place an increased emphasis on the latter.  

  

2. Creating a Better Relationship Among Children 

Teachers are not robots, and as such, one teacher cannot be readily exchanged for another without 

consequences. Everyday interaction between educators and children in itself is thus “education.” You can proudly 

say, “I was his/her teacher. That has contributed to what he/she is.” We learn a lot in interactions with people. 

That is why we should create a (caring) community among children through “special activities.”  

	  The new Course of Study emphasizes “personal relationships.” Nowadays, it is often said that there 

are many children who are self-absorbed, or, on the other hand, who are too sensitive of what people think of 

them. This is one of the reasons why, during “classroom activities” (a component of “special activities”), children 

do not seem to be able to sustain honest, productive discussions about what is on their minds. Some of the 

children will assert (and not listen), while as others end up simply being patient (and listening). When we create 

children’s (caring) communities, we should avoid such situations. “Special activities” assumes the presence of 

children who love their friends, love being together, and love to play together, even more than playing in solitude. 

Today, however, as children are reluctant to belong to groups and would rather be disconnected with others, we 

should start by changing this situation and take it upon ourselves to start creating a better world for the children.  

  

 

3.  “Special Activities,” a Great Tool in Building Classroom Communities 

	  I have participated in volunteer activities since I was a university student, and have interacted with 
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many children. So when I was a novice, I was confident in my ability to build a classroom community. But the 

teacher in the next classroom was much more effective than I was. Children in that next room kept on showing 

new results, but in my class, although my class was active, the results did not show. So I started to observe such 

teachers, thinking, “What is it that they have?” As a result of these observations, I realized that the following can 

be established together: “you can establish (a certain type of) discipline and stability” while “you understand 

children and construct a bond with them” and “you can build a classroom community where the children want to 

be fostered and encouraged.”	 

 Such effective teachers were relatively numerous, but I noticed that some classes lost all they had 

gained (and fell apart) when the classroom teacher changed. I noticed on the other hand, that in the classes where 

the children were encouraged to be autonomous and to exercise self-regulation, the strong relationships continued 

while as a certain level of order remained. I thought, “So this is the power of special activities (tokkatsu).”  

 Of course, establishing discipline or stability does not mean leaving everything to the children; that is 

the teacher’s duty, so you should not leave everything to the children to create on their own. Teachers should 

guide “what should not be done,” and then let children face the problems which they can manage, such as 

problems in classroom life or individual conflict. It’s important, then, for children to engage in activities where 

the children can solve problems by themselves. It is those types of activities, when the teachers trust the ability of 

the children, that they can create relationships between children and teachers, for the benefit of all members of the 

classroom, in sincere collaboration. This way, you build a more effective class. In that sense, for the effective 

building of classroom community where the academic achievement and mental development are both present, the 

“special activities” (tokkatsu) plays an important role; it enables the children to experience (through real life), 

“Yes, we can” or “Yes, I can. ” And the fundamental principle of teacher guidance is to trust children, and to 

believe that they can accomplish.  

 

4.  Creating a School Where We Can Experience “Happiness” Through (Cooperative) Group Activities 

 It is said that happiness comes from being loved by someone, being praised by someone, being useful 

for someone, and being needed by someone. We cannot have these feelings without relationships between people 

and without interactions with others--without group activities. The same can be said for school life, a form of 

communal activity, and happiness which can be derived from such group activities is not possible without 

relationships between people. In your school, are children feeling, in the real sense, that they are being praised, 

being useful, or are necessary to someone? 

	 At first, I did not understand the difference between “being useful” and “being necessary.” But I 

understand it better more recently. Isn’t there a child in your class who may not necessary be regarded as “useful” 

(by his/her classmates) but is nevertheless definitely “necessary?” The classroom climate becomes softer or 

becomes relaxed in some sense only because he/she is there. It is important for teachers to tell such children, 

“You need to be in this class,” and to do so repeatedly. 

It is absolutely important to observe each child carefully, and contemplate on how you can encourage 

them to feel they are “needed.” One cannot really become a teacher without caring for the children and protecting 

them (in this sense). Observe what children are doing, praise them. What do you say to them, and what do you not 

allow them to do, how do you suffer with them, and what do you enjoy together? Such everyday actions are really 
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important. 
	 

5. The Confidence of Living in the Society (Group) is What Special Activities Want to Foster in Children 

 The root of “personal relations” or “attitude toward life,” which we newly defined as the goal in the 

Course of Study, is “confidence.” What we foster in “special activities” is not (simply in the) mind, but the 

confidence to put it into action. For example, the confidence of building better personal relations, being confident 

of one’s own attitude toward life, doing one’s best in a communal setting and fostering confidence. That is the 

attitude and ability which “special activities” wishes to foster.  

 But this “confidence” is not a “confidence” you win through competing. It is not that I am better than 

others. In general, the confidence which you won through competition is said to be broken easily and suddenly. 

That is because it will cause even more competition, and there are always people who are better than us (at 

something). What is important is to think of how to encourage children to have confidence in overcoming failure 

in this world, as in many instances, things do not go as we initially planned them to. Society will become more 

challenging, and children will face difficult phases; we should foster people who can continue to do their best and 

have confidence in themselves despite the challenges. We should know that confidence in facing adversity comes 

from experiencing difficulties and not from getting everything without hardship. It is not effective to maintain 

only “inner groups” or groups in which adults control everything and children become like robots. The society 

where the children will live requires strength. But now there are a lot of schools which are too protective. For 

example, children are not allowed to fight, and adults solve all the problems.  

 

6. Classroom and Schools are a Miniaturization of Society 

 Japanese schools focus their educational approach on classrooms and school groups. Just as an 

example, let us compare children to a fish, and a group as a fish tank. For example, in the fish tank, there are 

energetic fish, self-centered fish, sly fish, kind fish, tender fish, or weak fish, and we put all these into the tank, 

and expect them to live and learn. This situation is the same in the society. “Special activities” see classrooms or 

schools as a miniaturization of society, and provide real-life experience which will enable them to live in the 

larger society.  

 In order to do that, we must create a school as a society. There is no society without rules or 

discipline, without roles or responsibilities. That’s why we need “classroom responsibilities” (kakari) or 

“committee activities” (iinkai) (both of which are part of “special activities”). Children also need to be strong 

enough to be alone (not just cooperate in groups). Though “special activities” provides group activities in which 

children learn the joy and advantage of working together, in other times, according to the developmental stage of 

the child, the child needs opportunities to face solitude, for example, to have each child think by himself/herself 

about what his/her role is. Moreover, though we need to develop independence in children so that they can 

express their opinions, we also need to foster a moderate solidarity among them.  

 
7.  The Goal of “Special Activities” and Building Classrooms or School Communities 
 In “the fish tank” described above, trying to foster a balanced development of intellect, goodness, and 

body comes down to the concept of a “zest for life” (ikiru chikara, which has been one of the slogans of 
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educational reform in Japan). But what I am concerned with these days is that there are many studies examining 

how to feed “the fish” (in other words, the children) by taking them out of their environment. Much like we would 

not expect to give the same medicine to all the fish, weak or strong, we must consider differences in children 

when we teach. If you notice in your research that there are fish pecking each other, suffering from breathing, 

shivering in the corner, or running away from the fish tank, but do not consider that as something to be addressed 

in your research, it would be a serious deficiency.  

 Of course, it is may not be a problem if you are going to study subjects in the “fish tank” and the 

“fish” remain put. But if you are to do so, you will also need to study the dirt on the bottom, and the quality of the 

water. In building the environment, “special activities” play a most important role. 

 “Improving everyday life,” which is one of the goals of “special activities,” means to clean up the fish 

tank; “building better personal relationships” means to make the relationships between the fish better. Through 

“school events” in which everyone shares and achieves a common goal, autonomous activities or “club activities” 

in which the children are able to take the responsibility to decide things independently within a certain 

framework, and classroom activities which function through student guidance, “special activities” improves the 

environment of the fish tank, and attains the goal of developing each child’s potential to the full. .  

	 Like the book, “Swimmy,” if everyone shares a common goal, and the fish in the tank are doing their 

best to improve the quality of life in the school together, just by living in this fish tank you can learn self-control, 

effort, the will to challenge, justice, tenderness, cooperating with others, a feeling of belonging, or a 

consciousness of solidarity, and understand one’s role and responsibility. One feels relaxed, and at home, 

confident in one’s self…(abbreviation)… As a result, “special activities” can deepen each child’s attitude toward 

life as a human or as himself/herself, and as a result, acquire the ability to be oneself among others. The goal of 

“special activities” is thus the development of the whole child: I cannot but notice that one of the problems our 

schools often face is that what seems to be done in “special activities” is only often superficial.  

 

8.  Fostering the Heart, Cultivating Soil for Higher Academic Achievement 

 I can’t believe that in a fish tank, where children skipping cleaning duty seem to gain, where children 

quarrel with each other, where doing one’s best is met with scorn, and where “justice” is but a hollow term, the 

moral class teaching “sincerity,” “tenderness,” “effort,” or “justice” would be effective. Moral education is the 

class where you use written material and think about questions such as what happiness is. It doesn’t ask for quick 

results but asks you to focus patiently on values. On the other hand, in the “special activities” class, we use “real 

school life” as the material, and discuss “What can we do to realize happiness?” Then, through our actions, we 

reflect, and feel what it is to be “happy.” It is an action-based activity. 

 At the very least, you must not make the school a place where teachers and children are both 

unhappy. Can children achieve academic performance when they dislike their schools and their friends? Do you 

think that hearts could be fostered when children dislike schools and their friends? Enjoying school is not like 

enjoying an amusement park. It should be the enjoyment of self-actualization; to achieve what you never expected 

to achieve. It is sort of like being able to solve mathematical problems one thought that one would never be able 

to solve, or achieving something in physical education when one thought it was impossible, with the 

encouragement of one’s classmates. So what is most important is to encourage children to have the desire of 
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self-actualization, which is to be better at something, doing their best, being a kind person, wanting to be 

recognized. That means raising “fish” which are motivated to open their mouths (are self-motivated). Lessons 

which force the “fish” to open their mouths and then stuffs food in, or which use reins and whips by force (as in 

horse-training), are ineffective.  

 

9. Becoming a Teacher Who Can Encourage Children to be Confident and Courageous	  

In Japan, being a teacher is a great job. We are directly engaged in encouraging people to be 

“human.” To all of you who have newly become teachers, you are lucky to be educators. You may encounter a lot 

of hardships, but above all, please enjoy yourself! There is no need for stress. Teachers and children should enjoy 

school life more; in doing this, try utilizing “special activities.” It’s important for you, of course, to have a subject 

that is you have great confidence in. Try adding “special activities” to your list of strengths. 

 In the end, I’d like to tell you that, in fact, I am here because my teachers helped me. What I always 

say, I learned the human mind, or what it means to help others, since I began to participate in youth activities. 

Until then, I was an extremely timid child. Once when I became a one-day classroom leader (nichoku) in the third 

grade, I couldn’t get myself to say, “Let’s begin eating (itadakimasu)” to the others in the classroom. Other 

classmates started to say “hurry up,” but I couldn’t. I stood staring at the classroom teacher, the teacher became 

irritated that I would not speak, and put me out in the hallway (as if I had deliberately not done my job)…I want 

you to know that there are children who are not good at doing something, and need a longer time to step forward 

to try. Human development is not linear, so it is necessary for you to consider if the children need to develop 

something at a particular time or not. Above all, build rapport with the children. Remember, it’s extremely easy to 

destroy a child’s confidence, but it is a very very hard job to build it.  

 When I was in the fifth grade, I took the part of the main actor in the school arts festival (gakugeikai). 

There were many children who wanted to be the main actor, but they competed against each other, so that I was 

chosen since I was not part of the competition. Though the teacher undoubtedly knew that I was a very unlikely 

candidate, the classroom teacher said, “You can do it,” and didn’t disagree about the casting. Then, I remember 

memorizing words, even during the time when I was in the toilet, taking a bath, trying everything to learn the 

lines. But, well, I couldn’t do it well. Some children said, “Why don’t you just quit and let someone else take 

over.” When the teacher heard that, the teacher, who was a novice and was often teased by the children because of 

the lack of authority, for this one time looked fiercely angry, and said, “How can you say that to him? Hiroshi 

surely will do it. He surely will.” On the day of the performance, I stood at the center of the stage, trying to calm 

down and keep from getting nervous. The thick curtain slowly went up. I noticed the teacher encouraging me at 

the wing of stage. I still remember the words my teacher told me, “You won’t look confident if you look down, so 

you try speaking up to the spotlight.” This incident gave me a lot of confidence. It was at that time that my 

academic performance got better. Academic motivation is not just a matter of logic. I did my best because I liked 

my teacher, and I did my best because I knew she was cheering for me. 

 That’s why I say I was helped by this teacher. She helped me. I don’t know how good she was 

considered as a teacher by others (it didn’t matter). Then, I forgot all about that teacher, and subsequently became 

a teacher myself, and then a supervisor. When I went to a school to comment on their lesson study plan (before 

their research lesson), I was surprised to see the name of the teacher from when I was in the 5th grade on the 
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lesson study plan. I understood she was still teaching. Stepping into the room where I observed the lesson plan in 

question, I knew, at a glance, it was her. She was a veteran now. I knew her when she was a novice, and by this 

time she was to retire in February. She was only a month away from retirement but she was still motivated to give 

a research lesson on environmental studies. After studying her lesson study plans, I couldn’t talk to her, even 

though I knew she was my former teacher. I thought to myself, I am a coward. When I was in the principal office, 

the principal said, “Mr. Sugita, it’s interesting. One of my teachers said that she taught a child with exactly the 

same name as you.” I was glad she remembered me. 

 On the day of the lesson, I decided I would thank her, and went to school two weeks later. After the 

actual lesson and the lesson study discussions were over, I asked the principal to invite the teacher into the office 

to say “thank you” to her. While thinking of what I should say, the principal came with her. I thought I would 

surprise her, but because the principal had kindly told her all about me, she ran into the room, right to the sofa 

where I was sitting. She suddenly shook my hands and said, crying, “Thank you. Thank you.” I guess it means 

“Thank you for growing up (to become the self-confident person you are today).” I realized again that the 

personal growth of the child is the joy of the educator.  

 We forget, as time goes by, why we wanted to become a teacher. We forget what is wonderful about 

becoming a teacher. Believe in people. Never stop believing. Continue believing. I’d like to ask you, from the 

bottom of my heart, to believe in what “special activities” can achieve. Widen your circle of dedicated colleagues, 

and through (the relationships forged by) “special activities,” raise as many happy children as you can. 

 

 

The End	 


