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Abstract 

In this think piece I reflect on the development of the Japanese practice of lesson study in UK 

schools. I consider a range of research literature relating to teachers’ professional 

development, lesson study, knowledge mobilisation and aspects of socio-cultural learning 

theory. Connections are made between some of the features of lesson study as a mode of 

teacher professional learning and current thinking about the features of such learning that are 

valued by teachers. The extent to which Vygotskian socio-cultural theories of learning, 

informed by Vygotsky’s own writings and the theories of Bruner and Mercer, provide some 

explanation for the apparent efficacy of lesson study is explored.  The relationship between 

individual, social and cultural learning with particular reference to Hodkinson et al. (2008), 

Salomon and Perkins (1998), and Levine (2010) is examined. I set my reflections in a 

contemporary context in which there appears to be systemic, political and academic support 

for a resurgence in the application of educational research in classroom practice and for 

increased teacher engagement with and in such research. I suggest that lesson study as a 

process appears to have the potential to provide a grass-roots mechanism for such 

engagement, since it may meet a range of critical conditions for learning. These conditions 

may facilitate the engagement of teachers with academic research as a catalyst for their own 

classroom-based inquiry. 
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Introduction 

The conundrum of how the collective wisdom of teachers can be shared, developed and 

influenced is not a new one. Hiebert and Morris (2012) refer to it as they advocate a focus on 

improving teaching, not teachers, pointing out that Dewey was lamenting the loss of teacher 

wisdom as early as 1929 (Dewey 1929, cited in Hiebert & Morris 2012).  Received 20th century 

philosophical wisdom appeared to urge the separation of the acquisition of knowledge from 

the reality under scrutiny.  Seen as safeguarding objectivity and ensuring that the researched 

remained unaffected by the researchers, this epistemological interpretation may have contributed 

to the gulf between research and practice in education (Biesta & Burbules 2003). The 

challenge of how to mobilise knowledge across classroom, cultural and institutional 

boundaries remains topical. Contemporary commentators have reflected on the need to 

capture the knowledge of individual teachers and the collective wisdom generated by 

educational research, wisdom that rarely finds its way to a busy classroom teacher’s 

consciousness (Qi, Levin 2013, McIntyre 2006, Levin 2013, Hargreaves 2003, Hargreaves 

1996, Cordingley 2008). 

 

I suggest in this think-piece that the ‘inquiry community’ nature of the professional learning 

engendered in research lesson study (Levine 2010, p.111) may have the potential to provide a 

‘third space’ (Levine 2010, p.125), a forum where new knowledge, perspectives and 

information converge and in which teachers can engage fruitfully with and in educational 

research.  
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What is Lesson Study? 

The Japanese practice of lesson study is a system of collaborative teacher learning which 

forms an integral part of system-wide, strategic approaches to improving teaching in Japanese 

schools. Teachers are usually members of a lesson study team throughout their careers 

(Fernandez & Yoshida 2004).  A lesson study cycle begins with members identifying a current 

learning issue requiring improvement. They collaborate in a thorough investigation of this 

challenging aspect of learning through engagement with relevant academic research and/or 

authoritative curriculum guidance. Informed by their new learning, they plan a ‘research 

lesson’ together. One of the team teaches the lesson, while remaining members observe 

pupils’ learning. Soon afterwards, team members meet to evaluate the lesson and pupils’ 

responses to it, before deciding on next steps, planning and refining the next research lesson 

and repeating the cycle (Dudley 2014). 

 

Lesson study had been practised in Japanese elementary schools since around the 1900s. 

Schools began to combine lesson study with whole, in-school teacher training or konaikenshu, 

at grass roots level after the World War 2. By the 1960s, the Japanese government, recognising 

the potential for konaikenshu to contribute to system-wide improvement, began to provide 

financial support to school districts for lesson study as part of konaikenshu. Schools establish 

whole school konaikenshu goals, which are then interpreted by lesson study teams as the basis 

for their lesson study research (Fernandez &Yoshida 2004). 

 

The Rise of Lesson Study in the West 

Lesson study began to emerge more strongly from the East in the 1990s, after the publication 

of the findings of the Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) (Stigler & 

Hiebert 1999). Painstaking study of hours of video footage of 8th Grade mathematics and 
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science lessons resulted in comparisons of teaching methods in Germany, Japan and the USA 

which were uncomfortable for the US researchers. They were struck, not only by the 

differences in teaching methods between the countries, but by the homogeneity in teaching 

styles of teachers from the same educational culture. In other words, Japanese teachers were 

seen to teach in a distinctively Japanese way, using a template that was distinctively, culturally, 

Japanese (Stigler & Hiebert 1999). Similarly teachers from the USA appeared to be teaching in 

a culturally American way and so on. Concerned about the gap in attainment between 

American students and those in countries such as Japan, American researchers realised that 

the USA did not have a systemic mechanism for improving teaching. In lesson study, the 

Japanese seemed to have such a mechanism and it appeared to have contributed to sustainable 

and incremental improvements to teaching over time which amounted to a transformation in 

teaching quality (Stigler & Hiebert 1999, Lewis & Tsuchida 1999). Stigler and Hiebert suggest 

that the teaching profession is traditionally resistant to change because teaching is a cultural 

activity - similar to eating - an activity inhaled and absorbed during experience of it throughout 

childhood and re-hashed from the template embedded in the adult’s cultural identity. The 

‘eating’ metaphor is an interesting one. Consider, for example, the cultural transformation 

effected in this nation’s eating habits over the past 60 years – from pie and mash, gravy and 

boiled cabbage in ration-book Britain, through spaghetti hoops, bolognese and ‘Smash’ to 

Tikka Masala, glazed carrots and ‘Pot Noodle’ today (Foster & Lunn 2007). Parallels could 

perhaps be drawn between this steady, incremental, culinary and nutritional transformation 

and the impact that lesson study appears to have had on teaching in Japan over a similar 

period.  

 

The Leicester University digital library graph of publication data generated by the keywords 

‘lesson study’ (shown below) suggests that academic interest in lesson study has been growing 
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exponentially over the last 50 years, from 720 records from 1960-69 and 7,629 records from 

2000-2009.   

Leicester University Library 

Recent research suggests that continuing professional development which is valued by 

teachers and impacts positively on their learning and that of their pupils is collaborative, 

intense and sustained. Moreover it appears to focus on academic content matter while being 

situated in the relevant learning context (the classroom) and to provide teachers with the 

opportunity to develop practice and co-construct new knowledge (Pedder & Opfer 2011). 

 

Similarly, research in the last decade relating to lesson study suggests that it can provide a 

context and mode of collaboration among teachers that is conducive to their learning (Lewis, 

Perry et al. 2012, Dudley 2013, Lim, Lee et al. 2011, Pedder et al. 2005). The facility of lesson 

study for slowing down the complex and ‘swiftly flowing’ action of teaching and learning 

(Lewis, Tsuchida 1999, Dudley 2013), may enable teachers to improve their classroom 

practices and their pedagogical and subject knowledge in ways that enhance the quality of their 

pupils’ learning and may provide a ‘third space’ in which teachers access and engage with 

academic educational research (Levine 2010, p.125).  
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How socio-cultural learning theories might contribute to an understanding of why 

lesson study appears to incorporate so many of the features of effective Continuing 

Professional Development (CPD). 

Vygotsky describes the union of speech and practical activity which creates human intelligence 

and how social speech becomes egocentric speech and eventually, thought (Vygotsky 1978). 

He suggests that learning begins in the social interaction between people and goes on to be 

internalised within the individual learner through a process of thought and reflection. 

Moreover, he describes the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) as the difference between 

what a learner can learn alone and unsupported and the capacity an individual learner has to 

learn with the support of a learned other. This concept of the ZPD suggests a latent and 

possibly untapped capacity for social learning in all of us, forever untapped in the absence of 

some form of socio-cultural interaction. In other words, individuals deprived of social 

interaction do not know what they do not know or know what they do not know, but lack 

strategies for mastery on their own. The collaborative processes of lesson study (Dudley 2011, 

Dudley 2013), allowing teachers to unlock their ‘otherwise invisible tacit knowledge and to 

switch off filters which, since their early careers, have blocked out important elements of daily 

classroom information’ (Dudley 2013, p.119), may offer opportunities for such learning to 

take place, grow, adapt, be amended and consolidated over time (Dudley 2011). The potential 

for activating the ZPD offered by a collaborative group of fellow learners working together to 

co-construct new knowledge, may offer rich opportunities for stimulating learning and inspire 

subsequent individual, independent learning by illustrating possibilities and opening up new 

avenues of thinking. Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory of learning could contribute to an 

understanding of teachers’ learning in the context of the socio-cultural interactions played out 

within a lesson study group, for example, in studies of teachers’ uses of talk as a cultural tool 

for sharing and jointly developing knowledge and culture and as a psychological tool, for 

reasoning, reflecting and developing individual thinking.  
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Mercer’s perspectives on the role of talk in human thinking elucidate the ways in which people 

use talk to create context and new knowledge. He defines an ‘inter-mental development zone, 

(IDZ) where teachers and learners use a shared communication space in which new learning 

can emerge. Exploratory talk, he suggests, is a form of dialogue which supports collective 

thinking (Mercer 2000). 

 

Dudley’s (2013) study of the discourses conducted during lesson study revealed teachers’ use 

of exploratory talk and evidence of learning, thinking and practice change in their 

collaborative talk. Communities appear to use language in the very process of knowledge 

construction; talking is a collaborative endeavour used in the construction and negotiation of 

meaning (Mercer 2000).  It seems to follow that the provision of quality opportunities for 

teachers to engage in meaningful talk, in deep and therefore challenging, not simply congenial 

conversations (Nelson et al. 2010) would appear to constitute a critical condition for learning 

in lesson study contexts (Salomon & Perkins 1998). 

 

Takaya, (2008) describes how Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory of learning influenced Bruner’s 

thinking on cognition when his focus shifted from solo learning to communal or inter-

subjective learning, through the ‘sum and swarm of participations’ (Bruner 1990, p.107, 

quoted in Takaya 2008, p.11). Bruner suggests that learning is most effective when learners in 

community are participating, collaborating and constructing meaning (Bruner 1990, cited in 

Takaya 2008). This has particular relevance for teacher learning in lesson study where a group 

of individuals is engaged in social and communal learning. Furthermore, he emphasises the 

importance of a learner’s sense of agency, or control and influence over his/her own learning, 

coupled with a personal investment in it and an understanding of its context and relevance. 

This idea could be of particular relevance to the development of effective lesson study teams. 

Teachers’ perceptions of their professional autonomy and control over their learning, the 
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possible importance they may attach to a sense of ownership of the focus of enquiry and the 

impact of this on their motivation to engage in the lesson study process, may be significant in 

the development of a positive learning culture within the team and in the wider school and 

network. Socio-cultural theories of learning may provide a conceptual framework which could 

explain how learning occurs in lesson study contexts and inform evaluation not only of the 

processes established to support this mode of professional learning in schools and networks, 

but also the learning outcomes of its practice. In addition, lesson study has the potential to 

facilitate collaborative engagement in the study and development of cultural artefacts such as 

educational research documents, lesson planning structures and curriculum materials, as well 

as direct observation of learning and curriculum references in the classroom, mediating 

teacher learning during the planning, observation and evaluation stages. 

 

It seems a natural step to consider next how individual learning is influenced and supported by 

a collaborative, community context. Salomon and Perkins (1998) contrast the conception of 

individual learning as acquisition (taking place within a learner’s mind) with that of social, 

communal learning as a situative and participatory process. The relationship between their 

‘critical conditions for learning’ (Salomon & Perkins 1998, p.4) and social learning systems 

designed to provide them has particular relevance in an evaluation of lesson study. Six types of 

social learning are defined for the purposes of conceptual clarity which seem to resonate 

across the dynamic of lesson study. A synthesis of their relevance for lesson study contexts 

follows: 

The first, social mediation for individual learning (Salomon & Perkins 1998), defines a situation in 

which a person or team helps both an individual to learn and the facilitating agent and primary 

learner to form a joint learning system. Team members might support each other’s learning 

and sometimes, an external facilitator, for example a subject specialist, supports the 
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establishment of the lesson study process or the development of pedagogical content 

knowledge on behalf of the team. However it is less a feature of the lesson study collaboration 

protocol, which guides learners to engage as professional equals, rather than in a 

coaching/mentoring partnership.  

In the third, social mediation by cultural scaffolding (Salomon & Perkins 1998), the learner engages 

in an intellectual partnership with cultural artefacts or tools. In lesson study, participants are 

encouraged to engage with research and literature relevant to their enquiry.  

A key feature of the fourth aspect, social entity as a learning system, (Salomon & Perkins 1998) is 

that learning is well situated in the practice context and involves teams, organisations, cultures 

and collectives; the group is a collective learning system. Lesson study is conducted in the 

participants’ classrooms with current pupils engaged in current learning. 

In the fifth, learning to be a social learner, (Salomon & Perkins 1998) learners learn how to learn 

and how to learn collaboratively. In lesson study, although the premise is equality, members 

may learn from each other and make progress in their capacity to learn and in their 

understanding of their own learning and that of their pupils. 

In the sixth, learning social content (Salomon & Perkins 1998) learners learn how to collaborate; 

they develop social capital. This is a fundamental aspect of lesson study and can support or 

present a barrier to progress. Issues of power, hierarchy, leadership roles of participants, 

seniority of experience and policy can all present hurdles in the pursuit of true collaboration. 

 

Perhaps most significant of the six conditions in relation to lesson study and for that reason 

addressed last of all, the second, social mediation as participatory knowledge construction (Salomon & 

Perkins 1998), involves participation in a social process of knowledge construction. This 

appears to be an essential feature of effective lesson study; teachers engage in collaborative 
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enquiry to develop new knowledge of pedagogy, subject knowledge and pupil learning. It is 

this aspect which describes the central point of the process of lesson study – teachers working 

and learning together to create new knowledge to support improvement in pupils’ learning; 

this aspect that could support meaningful engagement with educational research that teachers 

find to be relevant to their current and urgent practical concerns (Salomon & Perkins 1998). 

 

Hodkinson et al. (2008) explore individual learning within a conceptual framework constructed 

around a socio-cultural theory of learning. Their analysis provides interesting possibilities for 

understanding conditions and contexts conducive to the successful learning of individual 

learners within collaborative groups such as teachers working together in lesson study teams. 

They use a map metaphor as a useful scaffold for consideration of the complex 

interconnecting learning systems and cultures of even the smallest school. Bourdieu’s concept 

of field is used as a metaphorical tool to support understanding of the varying and intersecting 

cultural contexts in which individuals operate and interact (Bourdieu 1985, cited in Hodkinson 

et al. 2007). The relationships and interactions within a field seem to be as important as the 

people themselves. In considering the range of these relationships and interactions, I imagine 

panning out like a zoom lens, from the individual learner at the centre of a lesson study team, 

to a series of overlapping learning fields within a school and a network of schools, linked 

through local policy and collaboration and more widely to include regional and national 

educational and political contexts. Teachers, as social human beings, are influenced by their 

membership of an infinite number of such fields, both in their professional and their personal 

lives. This concept of field could contribute to an understanding of the complex factors 

affecting the dispositions and attitudes of individual learners in the socio-cultural learning 

context of lesson study and how their learning is affected by the cultural conditions in which 

they are situated. 
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Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, which describes the battery of often sub-conscious 

dispositions, attitudes and influences brought by an individual to all aspects of life, might 

contribute to the forces affecting a learning field (Bourdieu 1977, cited in Hodkinson et al. 

2007). Influencing the learning culture itself, habitus may be particularly relevant to lesson 

study and could help observers to understand the conditions for learning that takes place 

within it. The concept resonates with the ways in which teachers think about and value their 

professional learning experiences (Pedder, James et al. 2005). Moreover, synergy (Hodkinson 

et al. 2007), a sense of the coherence and cohesion between influences on the forces 

interacting in the field of a learning culture, could inform an understanding of how teachers’ 

values, beliefs and practices affect their learning in lesson study and their motivation to engage 

in the new learning available to them within the sphere of educational research. 

 

Adapting Hodkinson et al (2007) map metaphor to provide a simple illustration of the complex synergy that may exist within nested and 

over-lapping fields and between individual habitus, the dispositions and attitudes prevalent within communities and potential social 

and cultural interactions between those communities. 
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The lesson study team as a professional learning community 

Levine (2010) makes explicit the subtle but significant differences that may exist between 

types of learning community which have particular relevance to lesson study.  Each type could 

contribute to the conditions that could enable teacher learning through lesson study to 

flourish. In his Community of Learners, schools promote learning for adults as well as children. 

Issues of the provision of time for lesson study and the critical conditions for teacher learning 

might fall within its scope.  

 

In a Teacher Professional Community, shared norms, routines and beliefs affect teachers’ work 

with colleagues. Issues relating to teacher’ shared beliefs, values and practices in relation to 

their professional learning (Pedder, James et al. 2005) may influence the interaction between 

differing cultures of learning and learning cultures between schools and across the boundaries 

between them. 

 

In Levine’s (2010) definition of a Community of Practice, people learn from seeing, discussing and 

engaging in shared practices. This is relevant to lesson study, particularly in relation to 

participants’ learning how to learn together. I would suggest that this concept is less directly 

applicable to development of new pedagogical content knowledge in lesson study, since it 

does not reflect the intended egalitarian nature of the learning endeavour. In lesson study there 

is a focus on the co-construction of new knowledge and therefore there may be less legitimate 

peripheral participation of novice learners (Lave & Wenger 1991). Even where newly qualified, 

in-experienced teachers are included in lesson study groups, they are encouraged to be 

partners in learning and share in new knowledge construction. However, it would not be 

unreasonable to imagine that novice participants might learn from the more experienced 
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practitioners in the group, in a range of aspects not directly related to the learning focus of the 

study cycle.  

 

In a Community of Inquiry, learners learn together by asking questions. This is a key feature of a 

lesson study group– research often starts with a question ‘How can we improve pupils’ 

learning in...?’ Learners are involved in a joint endeavour to construct new knowledge about 

teaching and learning. In understanding lesson study as a process and a mode of professional 

learning, it is this concept, where learners collaborate in a socio-cultural context to ask 

questions and co-construct answers in the new learning they create that seems central. 

Levine’s clear delineation of the differing cultural features of learning communities helps to 

clarify the singular potential lesson study appears to present in the community learning 

landscape and may help to explain its efficacy as a mode of professional learning that supports 

the improvement of pupil learning (Levine 2010). 

 

Conclusion 

Lesson study began to influence systemic reform of practice in schools in England through 

the Primary National Strategy during the early part of this century. Led by Pete Dudley, the 

Primary Strategy used lesson study in its dying days as a mechanism to disseminate good 

practice. In the Primary National Strategies ‘Handbook for Head Teachers and Subject 

Leaders - Improving Practice and Progression through Lesson Study’ Dudley (2008) urges his 

audience to use the strategy, suggesting that, ‘Used wisely, lesson study has the potential to 

build the bridge between ‘assessment’ and ‘for learning’’(Dudley 2008, p.1). 

Providing a forum for the dynamic exchange and synthesis of multiple discourses, lesson 

study seems to be seeping out from under the library doors. It is breaching the dams 
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separating the overwhelming scope of academic educational research from teachers in schools 

and finding its way, slowly and quietly into UK classrooms. As it does so, it would seem to be 

fertile territory for further research to investigate whether it could provide a mechanism to 

support a flowering of teacher engagement with and in educational enquiry. I hope though 

that not too much is expected in short term, summative assessments of its impact on school 

improvement (Lewis, Perry et al. 2006). This article provides only a fleeting flavour of the 

complex reasons why lesson study may have potential to provide the third space to serve 

teachers as a mechanism for their learning which has a positive influence on the quality of 

teaching and pupil learning. As a process serving such urgent purposes, it may seem to some 

like a long, slow burn, but signs indicate that it could make a sustainable contribution to 

bridging the gap. 
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