
Preface

The purpose of this book is to share our work in building lesson
study communities in the United States, how we created success-

ful lesson study models, the many barriers we encountered and
mostly overcame, and how you might want to use lesson study to
address learning problems in your own schools. The work should
be especially useful for two reasons. The results of lesson study over
the last 5 years include demonstrated success in using lesson study
for enhancing teacher quality and improving student learning and
accomplishment. Descriptions of how we achieved this success are
woven throughout the book. The second unique feature is that the
lesson study teachers and students with whom we have worked
come from among the most poorly served schools and communities
in the United States. As Linda Darling has written, poor schools often
have the newest and most inexperienced teachers with the least
professional development.

The successful use of an unusually rich kind of teacher-directed pro-
fessional development with primarily Hispanic and Native American
teachers and students in poor communities, and the resulting success of
their students, bode well for the use of lesson study and its possible mod-
ifications for addressing a currently pressing problem—how to close the
achievement gap. Ethnically and linguistically diverse students have
remained at the bottom in achievement in the United States. However,
recently released results of a new state-required, criterion-referenced test
in New Mexico show that fourth graders in the 95 percent Hispanic
and low-income Gadsden district scored as well, on average, as all
fourth graders in the state. Further, a recently completed National
Science Foundation (NSF) study—examining possible connections
between teacher professional development and student achievement—
showed that the most significant predictor of students’ achievement is
whether or not their teachers had been involved in collaborative lesson
and curriculum planning (Wiburg, 2005).
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It is worth noting that the ways in which we conduct lesson
study in the United States are grounded in a culturally responsive
approach to teaching and curriculum that particularly addresses the
challenges schools face as a result of the changed demographics
of their students. We are dedicated to providing expanded learning
opportunities for all students, especially those who still remain
behind. Our work has been successful in many ways in addition to
those recently reported in 2005 test data.

• An outside evaluator involved in the initial MathStar project
reported that all teachers in the project reported expanding
their teaching strategies to involve more students.

• Increases in mathematics test scores are also being reported for
students whose teachers participated in lesson study. For exam-
ple, in one dual-language elementary school located near the
Mexican border, 76 percent of the elementary school students
scored at or above proficiency in mathematics in 2004. (This
competence was far above the state average for both Hispanic
and Anglo/White students,which is around 50 percent.)

• Middle school students in a 98 percent Hispanic border school
district with large numbers of English Language Learners have
raised their mathematics achievement from 1999 (when only 8
percent of middle school students demonstrated proficiency in
mathematics) to around 40 percent of the students in this
school being at or above mathematics proficiency in 2004.

Why lesson study? First of all, it is based on an understanding
that teaching and learning are cultural activities (Stigler & Hiebert,
1999). We believe that only by addressing the culture of teaching and
learning will we be able to change the system in such a way that
many more children succeed in school. There have been many efforts
to reform mathematics and science education. However, the achieve-
ment gap in many cases remains the same. It is important to recog-
nize that math and science classrooms have not always been
perceived as engaging and exciting learning environments by non-
mainstream children. Perhaps more important, teachers have not
been fully included in educational reform efforts and have not been
assisted in thinking about what students are learning or not learning
from their teaching. Successful reform focuses on what teachers and
students are expected to do in classrooms, and lesson study, with its
focus on student learning, is an ideal model of professional develop-
ment for educators interesting in improving student achievement.
Change, in order to be successful, must be driven by teachers and
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based on instructional decisions. What at first appears to be a slow
educational reform process—the involvement of teachers in substantial
study of their students, their lessons, and their students’ learning—
may turn out to be one of the most effective ways to reenergize learning
in classrooms.

For us, the decision to introduce lesson study grew out of our frus-
tration during the second year of the implementation of a mathematics
reform grant, when the work we had been doing seemed to be making
no changes in classrooms. Even though teachers in this initiative had
attended two summer institutes and evaluated them highly, we were
seeing no changes in practice when visiting classrooms. We found no
changes in the way teachers were teaching or students were learning
mathematics, even when we thought we had taught them the tools and
strategies we thought they needed to improve mathematics learning.

During the spring of 2001, we read Stigler and Hiebert’s (1999)
book The Teaching Gap, which illuminated the differences in the cul-
ture of teaching mathematics in Japanese classrooms as compared to
American classrooms. The book is based on the international TIMMS
study, which compared student performance in mathematics in the
United States, Germany, and Japan. The TIMMS study captured,
through video, the differences in teaching in these countries, and the
authors concluded that the differences in teaching cultures within a
country were far less than between countries. Stigler and Hiebert
(1999) introduced the professional development form most used by
elementary mathematics teachers in Japan, which has been translated
as lesson study. In Japanese, this term means a teacher-led investiga-
tion of how the lesson went, what students were still having trouble
learning, and how the lesson could be modified to improve learning.

In spring 2000, we decided we were no longer going to “do things to
teachers,” and from this point forward our staff and faculty committed
to co-constructing professional development with teachers. The prob-
lems we would address would be “our problems” and we would find
the solutions to students’ learning difficulties together. The following is
a quick overview of the chapters in this book. When appropriate, the
voices of leaders and teachers involved in the practice of lesson study are
introduced in order to make this work as rich as possible. Each chapter
ends with some questions designed to extend the reader’s understand-
ing of the chapter’s concepts. These extended learning exercises are
intended for use by groups of teachers and/or administrators who are
reading this material together. These questions can be discussed in per-
son or by using a bulletin board or a discussion space on the Web.

Chapter 1, Translating Lesson Study From Japan to the United
States, introduces lesson study as it began in Japan and has since been
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introduced in the United States. Some of the common barriers to doing
lesson study in this country are described. Principles that address the
solutions to these barriers through well-grounded lesson study are
introduced, with the aim of building a framework for the practice of
lesson study in schools in this country.

Chapter 2, Building Successful Lesson Study Communities,
describes the initial MathStar model and then introduces several
different types of successful lesson study communities. Because of some
of the differences between Japanese education and the diversity of
American education—as well as the diverse communities it serves—
differences in the types of lesson study communities have emerged nat-
urally over the last few years. These communities include teachers
involved in state or multistate grant projects; whole-district or whole-
school lesson study; lesson study as it might be used to integrate
content learning and teaching; and the development of lesson study
by teachers for their own teaching. This chapter also suggests how les-
son study can be empowering to teachers and students working
in bilingual or multilingual classrooms. The chapter closes with a
description of lesson study as used in a largely Hispanic U.S.-Mexico
border district.

Chapter 3, Assessing Your Readiness for Lesson Study, introduces
ways to consider whether you and/or your school are ready for lesson
study. A desire to begin doing lesson study sometimes occurs from the
need to simply do things differently, because what you have been
doing in terms of increasing student achievement has not been work-
ing. Occasionally, lesson study is introduced in a top-down fashion,
and at other times it emerges from teacher work at the grassroots level.
Traditionally, lesson study advocates have said that it is important for
teachers to introduce this process. Yet, in some of our examples, lesson
study succeeds even when introduced in a top-down fashion and then
followed up by providing teachers opportunities to develop ownership
of their work. This chapter articulates a set of threshold conditions in
schools, which can contribute to a successful lesson study program.
Lesson study by itself is not a magic bullet and cannot change student
learning without a schoolwide effort to also align teaching, assessment,
and the use of quality materials with high-level content standards.

Chapter 4, Connecting Instructional Goals to Lesson Study, is
organized around teacher groups engaging in processes that ensure
lesson study is connected to each school’s and/or district’s educa-
tional aims and instructional goals. Most schools, faced with the high
stakes involved in accountability pressures, can’t afford to try new
forms of professional development if they are not directly connected
to each school’s learner-based improvement plans. What connects a
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school’s plan for improvement to teachers’ professional development
is the use of an overarching goal, which guides the work of every
teacher group. Even though teams may be at different grade levels or
work at opposite ends of the state or nation, they need to find a way
to develop for themselves an inclusive overarching goal. There are
also subgoals that need to be developed related to content, units, and
research lessons. These subgoals relate to what kinds of people we
want our students to become; to what learning strategies are appro-
priate in the discipline being learned; and to what we want students
to know and be able to do as a result of the units taught. The beauty
of lesson study is that the teachers, who are responsible for the imple-
mentation of improvements in instruction, are also responsible for
creating these goals and the ways in which they can be met in the
classroom. The process for doing this is explained in Chapter 4.

Chapter 5, Designing the Research Lesson, provides example cases
around teacher team building during the lesson study process, as well
as documents the support required for getting started by using specific
templates and assistance from outside experts. The research lesson is a
window into the work that teachers are doing to improve student
learning. Groups of teachers collaboratively plan a lesson that is care-
fully designed to answer specific questions about student thinking and
learning. The lesson is taught by one of the group members and
observed by the others. After the lesson, the group convenes to discuss
the observation and its effectiveness in meeting their goals. They revise
the lesson based on their learning, and the lesson is taught a second
time. The format of the research lesson is not typical of U.S. classroom
instruction. Special attention must be given to student thinking, teacher
responses, and data collection. The research lesson should not be con-
fused with traditional individual teacher lesson planning.

Chapter 6, Reflecting on and Sharing Your Research Lesson, illus-
trates how the lesson study process is most successful, both for indi-
vidual teachers and teacher groups, when the lesson study process
includes a public sharing of lessons learned. Many teachers are not
used to seeing themselves as professional researchers who can con-
tribute to improvements in education. Nor are they used to working
collaboratively with other teachers in order to build knowledge about
teaching and learning. Care must be taken when it comes to under-
standing the level of intensity required by lesson study. An experienced
mentor can help teacher groups and schools to move through what is
often initially a frustrating process. Some questions to be considered
are: How many members are too many? Can a team span grade and
subject levels? Should team members all be located at the same school?
How can teachers learn to be critical friends in terms of practice, while
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still remaining respectful of each other? There is also the issue of group
working practices and the facilitation of communication.

During this sharing phase, teachers “consolidate the learning”
that occurred during earlier stages and take a professional step in
organizing this learning in a way that can be demonstrated and
shared with other members of the education community. This sharing
may take the form of demonstration lessons, conference presenta-
tions, and/or research reports, and can be done on a schoolwide,
districtwide, or state or national basis.

Chapter 7, Integrating Lesson Study With Existing School
Initiatives, responds to the common problem of how difficult it is to
add anything new to the already overcrowded curriculum and the
daily work of teachers and administrators. The chapter includes three
models that have been used to integrate lesson study into existing
school initiatives and describes how implementing lesson study in
the United States can strengthen already ongoing work for improving
student achievement. Examples are provided that suggest how to
begin lesson study and lessen the possible resistance to change that
might occur in school communities. These models are explored in
depth in this chapter, concluding with such practical information as
the people and processes required for each approach.

The Resources can be used to help you implement Lesson Study
in your school. They include an example of a problem-based lesson;
specific and detailed guidelines for steps of the lesson study; and pro-
fessional development workshop guidelines. 
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