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Originating from more than a century-old practice, Japanese Lesson Study (JLS) is the 
most prevalent and practice-based form of teacher professional development program in 
primary schools in Japan. It is a school-based collaborative activity for teachers mainly 
characterised by a continuous cycle of meticulous planning, prudent and mindful 
demonstrating, and perceptive improving of a lesson. It provides teachers opportunities 
to interact with the curriculum, their own and colleagues’ content and pedagogical 
content knowledge, and the classroom – making it a good catalyst for teacher growth. 
 
 Because of its promise of improved student learning and sustained teacher growth, 
there has been a tremendous interest on JLS over the past decade with many 
international educators trying to implement JLS in their own context. Though the 
authors agree that JLS is a powerful tool for effecting teacher growth through 
understanding of student thinking, an uncritical transfer, that is, employing a simple 
transference model or a ‘copy-and-paste’ model, to another context may be problematic. 
Teaching and learning are cultural activities and with JLS originating from a high-
context culture like Japan, the originating culture certainly contributes to the forms of 
acceptable pedagogy, teacher interactions, classroom practices and teacher professional 
development programs. 
 
 This paper, aims to alert adopters of the role culture plays in the transfer of LS to a 
non-Japanese context. Using Hofstede’s dimensions of national culture, the authors 
identify several key features of Japanese culture that help explain why Lesson Study has 
been so successful there and how their absence is likely to serve as an obstacle when 
attempts are made to implement JLS in another context. 
 
 Furthermore, this paper, based on the authors’ research in implementing LS in the 
Philippines and taking note of LS experiences in other countries, identifies two 
approaches for the implementation of LS: a fidelity approach and a culturally embedded 
approach. A fidelity approach requires the school and teachers in the host country to 
gear up and change in order to implement LS. A culturally embedded approach, on the 
other hand, looks at how LS might adjust in order to fit into the local culture. Looking at 
the teachers’ cultural and value orientations informs how LS may be adapted by the 
importing culture. 
 
The nature of LS 
From one the authors’ experience, a lot of teachers would claim that they have been 
doing LS and that they just have yet to formalise it and/or do it on a regular basis. Fujii 
(2013) identified some misconceptions that need to be clarified. 
 
 First, LS is a cycle of Plan, Do, and See. Observing live lessons is only a part of the 
whole process where the teachers’ capacity to plan and execute lessons are tested. Much 
though is given to meticulously planning the lesson, which is why it takes time. It is not 
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about coming up with perfect lesson plans but rather making attempts to further 
understand student thinking. Also, LS is not a one-shot deal in terms of professional 
development, nor is it about engaging in it when it is convenient. It is about establishing 
a way or a habit of doing things. 
 
 Second, LS is a long-term professional development activity. It requires a certain 
level of understanding and commitment from teachers and school administrators 
(Ebaeguin & Stephens, 2013). “It is focused on building a collective capacity over many 
cycles – not directed at rapid change of individuals or solving problems in the short 
term” (Stephens, 2011, p. 119). 
 
 Lastly, LS is a collaborative activity (Fernandez & Yoshida, 2004; Lewis & 
Tsuchida, 1998; Stephens, 2011) that involves not just the teachers but also the school 
administrators, university professors, and research experts – each expected to contribute 
something to the group making everyone a mentor and a mentee (Ebaeguin & Stephens, 
2013). 
 
Hofstede’s dimensions of national culture 
Hofstede, whose work mainly focused on comparing work-related values and behavior 
in institutions and organisations across nations, had a landmark study in the 1980s 
where his nearly perfectly matched samples across countries highlighted the differences 
in response based on differences in nationalities. He came up with five dimensions of 
national culture and had scores for at least 60 countries. The five dimensions are: 
 (a) Power Distance Index (PDI): "the extent to which less powerful members of a 

society accept and expect that power is distributed unequally" (de Mooij, 2010, 
p. 75). In high power distance cultures, recognition of hierarchy is considered 
important to facilitate effective and smooth functioning of any organisation. In 
low PDI countries the focus is on equality in rights and opportunities and 
independence. 

 (b) Individualism versus Collectivism (IDV-COL): "… people looking after 
themselves and their immediate family only, versus people belonging to in-
groups that look after them in exchange for loyalty" (de Mooij, 2010, p. 77). In 
individualistic cultures, people are more "I" conscious, whereas, in 
collectivistic cultures, people are more "we" conscious.  

 (c) Masculinity versus Femininity (MAS-FEM): "The dominant values in a 
masculine society are achievement and success; the dominant values in a 
feminine society are caring for others and quality of life" (de Mooij, 2010, p. 
79).  

 (d) Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI): "… the extent to which people feel 
threatened by uncertainty and ambiguity and try to avoid these situations" (de 
Mooij, 2010, p. 82). People of high uncertainty avoidance cultures are less 
open to change and innovation than those in low certainty avoidance cultures. 

 (e) Long-Term versus Short-Term Orientation (LTO): "… the extent to which a 
society exhibits pragmatic future-oriented perspective rather than a 
conventional historic or short-term point of view" (de Mooij, 2010, p. 85). For 
short-term orientated cultures, the focus is on pragmatic day-to-day 
adjustments. 
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Cultural values that support LS in Japan 
Using Hofstede’s dimensions of national culture and looking at his scores for Japan 
shed light on why LS works seamlessly in Japan and why employing a simple 
transference model may be problematic. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Scores for Japan (from data in Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010) 
 
 A score of 54 on PDI suggests that Japan is moderately hierarchical. This means 
Japanese are conscious of their position in a social setting but there is no "one top 
person” who makes the decision. In LS, though key roles are initially given to the more 
experienced teachers, novice teachers have the chance to lead the LS in subsequent 
cycles. A score of 46 on IDV suggests that Japan is moderately individualistic and 
moderately collectivistic. This suggests that group consensus is valued as much as 
individual opinions. LS requires teachers, school administrators, university professors, 
and research experts to collaborate but still be able to become self-reflective within the 
context of the group. A score of 95 in MAS makes Japan one of the most masculine 
societies in the world.  This suggests strong preference for competitiveness, distinctively 
exemplified by its "work ethic." LS nurtures the desire for continuous self-
improvement. A score of 92 in UAI makes Japan one of the most "uncertainty-
avoiding" countries in the world. Rules are in place to cover for possible risks. In LS, 
planning is done meticulously and takes time. All detailed facts and figures are looked 
into prior to any decision that may contribute to the success of the lesson. The score of 
80 on LTO places Japan as one of the most long-term oriented countries. LS is a 
continuing cycle that aims to build a collective knowledge over the long term. It 
requires a strong commitment since the fruits of LS can be incremental as a result of 
continuous effort. Table 1 summarises why LS works so well in Japan according to 
Hofstede’s dimensions of national culture.  
 
 The authors, however, saw that Hofstede’s scores for Japan, which were originally 
collected using matched samples of IBM employees, may not be replicable in schools 
and that additional data from schools is necessary. In a pilot study in Japan, the authors 
administered the Values Survey Module for Teachers 2012 (VSMT12), which was 
adapted from Hofstede’s Values Survey Module 2008, to 70 junior high school teachers 
(Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010). Figure 2 shows the VSMT12 results. 
 
 Hofstede (2008) cautions against score comparisons of replicated studies with his 
published scores. Figure 2 shows that this sample of Japanese teachers is moderately 
hierarchical and moderately individualistic. This means the sample acknowledge 
positions of power but are still able to operate in a collaborative environment. The 
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moderately “feminine” orientation implies that instead of competitiveness, consensus 
and harmony within the group are generally preferred. Figure 2 also shows that the 
sample was moderately uncertainty-avoiding and long-term oriented. This implies that 
the Japanese teachers still paid attention to detail and that a certain level of commitment 
could be expected from them. Scores in Figure 2 show an environment conducive for 
LS. 
 
Table 1. Summary of key cultural assumptions of Japanese Lesson Study as seen 
Through Hofstede's dimensions of national culture 

Dimensions of 
Culture Japanese Lesson Study Assumptions Japan 

Power Distance 
Index (PDI) 

Everyone is given a chance to play a key role 
in every cycle. 
Everyone's voice is valued and respected 

Moderately 
hierarchical 

Individualism/ 
Collectivism 
(IDV) 

Lesson study is done in a collaborative 
environment. 
Everyone is able to engage in self-reflection 
and self-evaluation. 

Moderately 
collective 

Masculinity/ 
Femininity 
(MAS) 

There is a continuous improvement in teacher 
capacity. 
A better lesson is developed at the end of 
every cycle. 

Extremely 
masculine 

Uncertainty 
Avoidance Index 
(UAI) 

Research and planning phase is intended to be 
thorough and time consuming. 

Extremely 
uncertainty-
avoiding 

Long-term/ 
Short-term 
Orientation (LTO) 

Teachers and schools are committed to 
continuing cycles. 
Goal is to build up a collective knowledge 
over many cycles. 

Extremely 
long-term 
orientated 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2.VSMT12 results for junior high school teachers in selected schools in Japan 
 
 The authors do not claim that cultural factors alone explain the success of LS in 
Japan. Cultural factors peculiar to Japan clearly help underpin its success and help shape 
the forms that LS has evolved into. Attributing the success of Lesson Study in 
contemporary Japan must take into account a range of school specific factors such as 
having a highly educated and well trained teaching cohort; a clear expectation that 
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teacher development is an ongoing school commitment for which principals take 
significant responsibility; flexible school funding which provides teachers with time to 
engage in professional development outside their regular classroom duties, and; a 
financially beneficial career path for teachers, which rewards innovation and leadership 
and retains talented teachers in the classroom 
 
Two approaches of implementation 
Based on the author’s analysis of current literature on LS, there seems to be two 
approaches to implementation of LS outside Japan – the fidelity approach and the 
culturally embedded approach.  
 
Fidelity approach 
Some would argue that a fidelity approach is the best way to achieve the benefits of LS. 
This approach requires the local teachers to change to meet the ‘surface’ requirements 
of LS. Though it is possible to learn a set of procedures and to acquire the skills needed 
to implement LS, the authors believe that the fidelity approach treat LS as just another 
program or ‘package’ to be copied and not ways of thinking and habits that support 
good teaching and professional learning. Such efforts are likely to lead to further 
“misunderstanding and/or lack of understanding of lesson study” (Watanabe, Takahashi, 
& Yoshida, 2008) 
 
Culturally embedded approach 
A culturally embedded approach looks at how LS might be adjusted to fit the local 
context of the importing culture. In a high PDI context, how can you empower the 
novice teachers to participate? How do you convince teachers who are used to having 
outlined lesson plans to anticipate student responses? How can you make the teachers 
see the long-term benefits of engaging in LS and get them to commit for the long haul? 
The authors believe that when LS moves into another culture, it, too, is likely to change. 
But, how, then, can LS change if it is to work well in another country? 
 
 In a study conducted by the authors, a culturally embedded approach was employed 
in an implementation of LS in two public secondary schools in the Philippines. Two 
instruments were used to anticipate cultural challenges and barriers in the 
implementation of LS in the two participating schools. The first is the Values Survey 
Module for Teachers 2012 (VSMT12), which was given to all teachers and was used to 
identify the teachers’ existing cultural orientations according to Hofstede’s dimensions 
of national culture (Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov 2010). Results from this instrument 
informed the strategies used by the researcher in the training and support given to the 
participating mathematics teachers. 
 
 The second questionnaire designed for this study, given only to the mathematics 
teachers from the two schools, is the Mathematics Teachers’ Perception of a Good 
Mathematics Lesson, embedded in which are key aspects of mathematics teaching 
implied by Japanese LS (Fernandez & Yoshida 2004; Lewis 2002). Specific attributes 
of a good mathematics lesson can be matched to similar key elements within JLS. One 
key element would be taking into account the range of student responses to the 
questions including wrong responses. The results of this questionnaire identified the 
extent of mathematics teachers’ endorsement of key aspects of Japanese LS. This 
questionnaire was evaluated before and after the research intervention. Results from the 
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initial administration of this test were used to determine the focus of the training given 
to the teachers. Also, changes in teachers’ endorsement of key aspects of JLS before and 
after the project were analysed to identify what teacher learning occurred after their 
experience of the adapted LS. 
 
Implications of the study 
The instruments used are meant to inform implementation in other schools rather than 
provide a recipe for teachers to follow. The results are expected to throw light on the 
conditions necessary in Philippine schools for the effective composition and operation 
of LS groups, the processes required for lesson planning, and a school’s strategic 
orientation to LS. Thus, the implementation and results are expected to vary between 
different contexts within the Philippines and even in other countries. The combination 
of these data sets and their analysis will enable the researcher to identify the adaptations 
necessary to create an environment conducive for LS and to promote a successful and 
sustainable transfer of Japanese LS to a different national context.  
 
Conclusion 
A fidelity approach and a culturally embedded approach to implementing LS both 
recognise its potential for effecting teacher growth and quality teaching. However, a 
fidelity approach tends to start by asking what skills and knowledge teachers need in 
order to implement LS faithfully. On the other hand, as this study has shown, a 
culturally embedded approach, asks first what existing habits and values teachers have 
in a particular school that may hinder or support the implementation of LS. Not taking 
into consideration possible cultural barriers in transferring and implementing LS into a 
different national context may lead to a delay in reaping its benefits, if not to wastage of 
time, effort, and resources of its stakeholders. Furthermore, it is important to note that in 
using a culturally embedded approach, results from the instruments have to be 
interpreted locally, and will not be the same for other schools. What our instruments do 
permit is that other practitioners in other school contexts, not just in the Philippines, can 
identify locally the potential barriers and affordances to guide their implementation of 
LS. 
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