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Abstract

In 2017, Thailand introduced the School as a Learning Community (SLC) reform that has
since been practised in pilot schools across the country. Recently, the Bangkok Metropolitan
Administration (BMA) decided to introduce SLC as a part of its education policies. However, the
prior practices of multiple reforms risk causing confusion among teachers. Should the BMA
monitor and assess the progress of SLC, it may be that supervisors possibly fail to understand the
SLC or how to implement it. To avoid such a situation, this study, therefore, aims to address (1)
the uniqueness of the SLC approach with reference to professional learning communities, schools
that learn, and lesson studies; and (2) indicators of importance to understand the progress in
schools based on the experience of the first author, who has worked on SLC since 2006 in multiple

countries.

Keywords: school as learning community (SLC), school reform, professional learning

communities (PLC), schools that learn (STL), lesson study (LS)

Introduction

Many Asian countries have implemented the reform of Schools as Learning Communities
(SLQO), or Lesson Studies for Learning Communities (LSLC). In this paper, SLC is consistently used.
SLC originated in Japan and was advocated by Manabu Sato, an Emeritus Professor of the
University of Tokyo. Pilot schools were established in 1998 in Japan and later in Korea (Shin &
Son, 2019), Taiwan (Huang, 2019, 2020), China (Sato, 2019), Vietnam (Khong, 2019), Indonesia
(Suratno et al., 2019), Cambodia, and Thailand (Luanrit et al., 2022). Thailand began implementing
SLC in 2017, much later than in other Southeast Asian countries such as Indonesia and Vietnam,
where the practices commenced in 2006.

To elaborate on Thai journey with the SLC concept, its first appearance was through a
YouTube video published in 2013 (TEACHERS as LEARNERS, 2013). The video focused on the joint
observation of and reflection on a class in one SLC school in Indonesia, with reference to Masaaki
Sato, one of the pioneer practitioners of SLC in Japan as a consultant to Indonesian teachers. This
video attracted much attention from some teacher educators and teachers to SLC. Based on this,

SLC was further discussed through a speech by the first author in EDUCA 2015, an educational
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annual congress. The following years, in 2016, Professor Manabu Sato, the advocate of SLC, came
over to Thailand at the joint event of the SLC international Conference and EDUCA 2016 to
substantially elaborate this concept to the Thai educators. Subsequently, numerous initiatives
and campaigns emerged nationwide across both the private and public sectors. Despite this,
sustained high-quality SLC practices remain limited to a handful of pilot schools, largely due to
the serious challenge of school closures during the COVID-19 pandemic, as described by Luanrit
et al. (2022).

Southeast Asian governments often implement multiple projects or policies
simultaneously, which increases the possibility of teachers and teacher educators experiencing
confusion in understanding SLC. As Spillane et al. (2002) put, then, the concern is that
misconceptions or misunderstandings about SLC may lead teachers, schools, and even teacher
educators to insufficiently practice SLC, which eventually diminishes the momentum of the
practice. In Bangkok, SLC will now officially become a part of the policy under the metropolitan
government (The Nation, 2023), requiring monitoring officers to assess and evaluate the progress
of SLC practice in pilot schools. However, these officers might themselves have insufficient
understanding of SLC, which can distort practices and eventually discourage teachers and school
leaders from continuing the reform. In other words, the sustainability of SLC at the school level

could be compromised given that schools are subject to various projects and reforms and policies.

The aim of this paper

This paper, therefore, aims to clarify (1) the SLC in relation to other representative
approaches to education reform, (2) factors of importance based on the school visits of the first
author, who has two decades of experience in SLC practice, and (3) the means to make SLC
sustainable over the long term.

The remaining paper is organised as follows: After this introduction, there will be an
explanation about what SLC is. Then, we discuss the differences between SLC and other
approaches in the next section, particularly the professional learning community (PLC), schools
that learn (STL), and lesson studies (LS), which are actively run in schools in Bangkok and other
parts of Thailand. Expectations on SLC practices are discussed in the next section, followed by a

discussion on how to sustain SLC practice over the long term. The last section concludes.
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What is SLC?

The SLC consists of three pillars: vision, philosophy, and activity systems (Sato, 2012b).
Vision includes providing high-quality learning opportunities to every student, teacher, and as
many parents and local communal members as possible. Schools are places for students to learn;
therefore, providing high-quality learning opportunities is required. To do so, teachers must keep
learning throughout their professional lives; this means that they need to receive opportunities
for high-quality learning as well (Darling-Hammond et al., 2024; Larsen & McCormick, 2021; Song
et al., 2017). The provision of such opportunities to students and teachers can be stated through
many reform approaches, but the involvement of parents or local community members may be
less emphasised. Indeed, parents or local community members are considered important allies
in school reform under the SLC (Saito, 2021b).

The philosophies included three items: publicness, democracy, and excellence.
Publicness refers to the principle that each teacher needs to open their practices to other
teachers at least once a year (Sato, 2012b) to provide an opportunity for learning to other
teachers and learn from interactions about their own practices. This must be done with a sense
of security, and school leaders and teachers must generate such climates in their own schools.

Second, in relation to a sense of security, the SLC emphasises democracy; that is, anyone
from any background - even those with different or conflicting ones - shares space and learns
from the other based on rapport and trust (Dewey, 1916). This can also be applied to students
and even local communities, regardless of their socioeconomic status or level of scholastic
achievement; they learn to learn together in classrooms and schools.

Third, excellence is required. Here, the authenticity of learning is pursued, reflecting the
nature of parental discipline through high-quality, authentic and challenging tasks (Saito & Fatemi,
2022; Sato, 2012b; Schwab, 1964).

Three pillars also exist in activity systems: collaborative learning, professional learning
communities and collegiality, and local participation. Collaborative learning is a consultative
activity by students regarding problems or questions that they cannot solve, where the key is
self-initiative to ask about those questions or challenges, known as help-seeking (Saito & Fatemi,
2022; Webb, 2013; Webb et al., 2019). This takes place mainly in the form of groups but can also

happen in the whole-class session, which will be discussed further in another section.
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Second, professional learning communities and collegiality are key elements of SLC, but
the focus in this activity system is for teachers to learn from each other by observing and reflecting
on student learning (Sato, 2012b). This joint observation and reflection often occurred 80-100
times per year at the school level in SLC pilot schools in Japan (Saito, Watanabe, et al., 2015;
Sato & Sato, 2003). Note that in SLC schools in Japan, activities are organised by year groups,
whichever subject the teacher teaches - in which they observe and reflect on the classes®.

Third, in Japanese SLC schools, there is an activity system regarding local participation:
schools invite parents or local community members to participate in learning processes as
learners (Saito, 2021b; Sato, 2012b). Parents are often concerned with school reforms because
the educational approaches are naturally different from those they received. To help parents and
local community members understand and support the new approaches, it is important for

schools to organise local participation opportunities.

Differences between SLC and other approaches
Subsequently, a comparison was made between SLC and other approaches, namely PLCs,

STL, and LS. The main conclusions of this study are presented in Table 1 as below.

> For further details, refer Saito, E., Murase, M., Tsukui, A., & Yeo, J. (2015). Lesson studly for learning community: A guide to

sustainable school reform. Routledge.
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Table 1

Comparison between LS, PLC, STL, and SLC

LS PLC STL SLC
Aims Teacher Teacher ® School School reform
learning learning reform
Activities Professional Professional ~ ® Professional Collaborative
development development development learning

and learning

and learning

and learning

Professional

Collective Pedagogical ® Collaborative development
discussions on reform learning and learning
curriculum Data Local
design collection participation
Trying out and analysis Administrative
pedagogical reform
reform
Participants Teachers Teachers ® Mainly Students
teachers Teachers
® Students Locals
® Locals

Based on Table 1, the differences between SLC and the other approaches are elaborated

in the following order: PLCs, STL, and LS.

LS and SLC

LS is an activity for professional development and learning that covers the joint

development of curricula, lesson observation, and reflection on observed lessons. It is also widely

used in Thailand (Bunlang et al., 2023; Inprasitha, 2022). In the current form of worldwide practice,

much emphasis is placed on learning through discussions of joint curriculum development (An et

al., 2022; Cheng, 2019; Craney et al., 2020). Since jointly develop curricula among members is
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emphasised, there is a tendency to focus on specific subjects such as mathematics (Erickson &
Makowski, 2023; Groth & Follmer, 2021). In addition, emphasis may be placed on how the lesson
was conducted, particularly how it was taught and how the lesson achieved the goals from the
perspective of the teachers, rather than how the students could or could not learn (Inagaki &
Sato, 1996; Saito, 2012). In identifying clues on how to proceed with the classes, information on
student learning is critical (Saito & Fatemi, 2022; Saito et al., 2022) and this is more orally and
visually handed over from seasoned teachers to younger ones (Saito, 2012); but in the curriculum-
focused LS would not necessarily benefit the teachers in this regard because their attention tend
to ¢o to whether teaching was successful, not focusing much on individual student learning
(Inagaki & Sato, 1996; Saito, 2012).

Regarding SLC, as previously discussed, there is an element of professional development
and learning. While the joint curriculum is the main activity in LS, each teacher is supposed to be
responsible for their own curriculum development - in other words, the curriculum, inclusive of
the teaching plan - is a matter of the authorship of each teacher (Inagaki & Sato, 1996; Saito,
Murase, et al., 2015; Sato, 2005). This is because, even if multiple teachers share the same
teaching plan, there is no guarantee, and actually no need, for the students to have the same
experience of the curriculum. The intentions, strengths, and interests are indeed different from
teacher to teacher, and they should utilise those unique elements rather than standardise their
practices (Inagaki & Sato, 1996; Sato, 2003). Then, because of the nature of joint curriculum
development in LS, this approach tends to be conducted with a focus on particular subjects, as
mentioned earlier. However, in the case of SLC, the main activity is joint observation and reflection
across the subjects, and the unit organisation is a year group (Saito, Murase, et al., 2015; Sato,
2005, 2012b; Sato & Sato, 2003). In contrast to conventional LS, the aim of joint observations and
reflections under SLC is to understand how students would or would not learn and to obtain
ideas from the actual conditions of curriculum design or interventions in their own daily practices

from the next day.

PLCs and SLC
PLCs have been widely practiced in Thailand (Meesuk et al., 2021; Vasinayanuwatana et

al., 2020). PLCs are characterised by three key principles (DuFour et al., 2016; Ryan, 2022). First,
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emphasis is placed on student learning. In other words, for students to learn effectively, teachers
must also engage in high-quality learning. Second, PLCs emphasise collaborative cultures and
collective responsibilities within professional communities. In other words, teachers are expected
to work in teams. Third, PLCs are result-oriented: teachers use the data as evidence to understand
the situation regarding student learning and work to improve student learning outcomes. In
summary, PLCs are collaborative activities where groups of teachers work together to improve
student learning, with progress measured by data.

There are commonalities and differences between PLC and SLC, even regarding the three
big ideas (DuFour et al., 2016; Ryan, 2022). Regarding student learning, SLC, like PLC, aims to
provide high-quality learning opportunities. Regarding teacher collaboration, again, teacher works
in groups with reference to particular observation of and reflection on classes in SLC (Saito,
Murase, et al., 2015). Note that the unit of teachers is grouped by year level, such as those who
teach year-7 or year-8 across subjects, rather than by subject departments. (Saito, Murase, et al.,
2015; Sato, 2012b; Sato & Sato, 2003).

Regarding learning outcome orientations, there are key differences between PLC and SLC.
PLCs emphasise student cognitive achievements both as a means of obtaining evidence and as
an ultimate goal, while in SLC achievement scores are considered secondary outcomes (Saito,
Watanabe, et al., 2015; Sato, 2012b). Rather, teachers in successful SLC schools focus more on
real-time assessment of which students are learning and which are struggling during class; in other
words, their assessment of students is much more immediate and live, and they quickly adjust
their teaching strategies and practices once they identify issues in student learning (Saito & Fatemi,

2022; Saito et al., 2022).

STL and SLC

STL (Senge, 2012) is based on the concept of a learning organisation (Kaiser & Peschl,
2020; Reese, 2020; Senge, 2006). The concept consists of (1) systems thinking, which emphasises
interdependency between the sub-teams for the systematic change; (2) mental models, which
encourage the development of productive and constructive mindsets; (3) shared vision, which
refers to a common purpose throughout the organisation; (4) personal mastery, which involves

developing individual goals; and (5) team learning, which is based on group interactions and
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dialogues. In comparison with PLCs, STL emphasises a broader, organisation-wide approach to
school reform, centred on shared visions for learning.

In SLC, elements of systems thinking exist. Particularly in secondary schools, teachers are
likely to interact within their subject groups but rarely across them (MclLaughlin & Talbert, 2007).
At Gakuyo Junior High School, the first SLC pilot at the secondary level, Masaaki Sato realised the
need to break these barriers and create forums for cross-disciplinary learing (Sato & Sato, 2003;
Suzuki, 2022). This approach is shared among many schools where teachers practice SLC. Thus,
systems thinking is actively practised within the SLC. Regarding mental models, many of the
successful pilot schools of the SLC started their reforms by accepting challenging contexts, such
as recognising and embracing the facts of their schools with low functioning (Saito, Watanabe, et
al,, 2015; Sato & Sato, 2003) or students from challenging socioeconomic backgrounds (Sato,
2003, 2005). In other words, reform based on SLC would be one of the last resorts for teachers
in difficult contexts. Masaaki Sato and his colleagues worked based on a vision to provide high-
quality learning for everyone in the school. For personal mastery, in some pilot schools, such as
Hamanogo Primary School, the staff — including teachers, administrative personnel, and school
nurses — have their own personal visions (Hamanogo Primary School, 2008). For team learning, as
discussed above, joint lesson observations and reflections have been emphasised in SLC;
therefore, this element also exists. As mentioned above, because of the nature of STL as an
approach to school reform emphasising organisational learning, it has many commonalities.
However, while STL relies heavily on teachers to drive reform, SLC underlines the active
involvement of all stakeholders — teachers, students, and community members - in driving the
momentum of school reform. That is, not only teachers but also students or local communal

members have their roles to participate in the process of school reform.

Expectations

Since SLC was introduced as a policy of the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA)
(The Nation, 2023), officers can visit schools to monitor and evaluate the progress of SLC activities.
However, there have been few attempts to guide officers who visit and check with schools on
the progress of SLC practices. As a tentative proposal based on the experiences of the first author,

a framework of progress observations can be established, as shown in Table 2. Each item under
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vision, philosophy, and the activity system is defined, along with guidelines on how to observe
and reflect on it.

Among all issues and items, the first step is to understand what happens in the classroom.
When the first author steps into a school to observe the progress of SLC, the primary observation
is whether collaborative learning, especially help-seeking, is occurring in the classroom. Help-
seeking is a small act but has various critical implications. That is, if it takes place, students who
seek help openly show their lack of understanding and trust in their peers. If those who are asked
for support actually support those who have asked for help, it indicates that their relationship
would be highly reciprocal and caring (Noddings, 2013) - in this way, all students can learn.
Moreover, the task needs to be challenging enough, particularly the tasks which are called
‘jumping tasks’, for the student to become confused and naturally feel urged to ask another
student questions. It is important that help-seeking also occurs during easier tasks, known as
'sharing tasks,' to check basic understanding. The number of the tasks should be limited too - to
allow sufficient thinking time, ideally no more than three tasks per class.

If such help-seeking does not take place, either the task is too easy, the teacher keeps
teaching in a one-way lecture, the student relationship may be strained, or the climate of
reciprocity or care has not developed in the classroom or school. In Southeast Asia, including
Thailand, students often engage in informal discussions about what they do not understand, even
though the teacher does not instruct them to consult each other (Saito et al., 2020). As a
classroom culture in Southeast Asia, this practice may have unexpected potential. However,
ensuring that this informal practice occurs intentionally at the whole-class level remains a

challenge, as there is no guarantee that teachers and students will be able to do so consistently.

Table 2 Main points and expectations for observing progresses of SLC practices

ltems Main points Expectations
Vision Learning of ® Do all the children ® |n the task designs there are sharing and
pupils participate in and engage jumping tasks
themselves with high- ® Students show deep and sustained
quality learning activities? engagement with tasks and activities
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ltems Main points Expectations
Students seek help when they
encounter something they do not know
Learning of Do all the teachers Lesson observations and reflections
teachers participate in and engage should occur at least 30 times per year,
themselves with high- ideally 80-100 times at the school level
quality learning activities? The teachers have professional
discussions about teaching and learning
and their students
Teachers can are able to allocate time
for reading and professional
development
Learning of Do many parents or local Parents, carers and local community
parents/ community members members have opportunity to join
locals participate in learning classes as learners
activities? Parents, carers and local community
members contribute to daily classes as
resource persons
Philosop  Publicness Do all the teachers open Each teacher has their colleagues to
hy their classes for joint observe their classes at least once a
observations and reflections year
at least once a year?
Democracy Do all the students learn Collaboration for learning in classes

together regardless of their
backgrounds?

Do all the teachers learn
together regardless of their
ideas or backgrounds?

Do parents/locals learn
together regardless of their

backgrounds?

among the students is observed in each
class regardless of their backgrounds or

achievements

Collaboration for learning among the
teachers is observed on a daily basis

regardless of their backgrounds
Collaboration for learning among the

parents/locals is encouraged regardless

of their backerounds
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ltems Main points Expectations
Excellence ® Do the tasks for classes In the task designs there are jumping
have high-quality tasks
challenges? Students show deep and long
® Do the teachers learn to engagement with tasks and activities
provide high-quality Students collaborate and engage in
challenges to their mutual help-seeking about what they
students? do not know
Teachers discuss ways to improve task
quality during joint reflections
Activity  Collaborative ® Do all the students Students collaborate and seek help
system learning collaborate with each other from each other about what they do
to learn? not know
Professional ® Do all the teachers learn The frequency of lesson observations
communities together regardless of their and reflections should be at least 30
ideas or backgrounds? times per year, with 80-100 times being
preferable at the school level. These
activities are organised within year
groups as the unit of observation
School leaders eliminate unnecessary
administrative tasks and meetings
Principals observe all classes daily and
consult with teachers about student
learning
Local ® Do many parents or local Parents, carers and local community
participation community members members have opportunity to join

participate in learning

activities

classes as learners

Parents, carers and local community
members contribute to daily classes as

resource persons
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They should reverse this view — a class must be based on problems, questions, or
confusion of the students because the process through which students grasp what they do not
yet understand or discover what they do not yet know (Saito & Fatemi, 2022). For this to happen,
the nature of classroom discussions should be changed not only within groups or pairs but also
at the entire class level. That is, teachers need to call on students who seem to struggle to
understand the content and to share their questions. Through such sharing, whole-class
discussions can become more collaborative, ensuring that no student is left out of the learning

process.

Sustainability

Reforming a school is an arduous process; it is not a matter of enduring a semester or two
simply to showcase efforts of the public. SLC, however, aims to allow the school to be a place
for everyone to learn. To achieve this, teachers must be able to concentrate on their core mission
of high-quality instruction. To do so, they need more time to observe and reflect on classes
together, read books or papers, and engage in other developmental activities. Time is critical to
sustaining SLC practices. One of the current biggest issues that teachers in Thailand and anywhere
else in Asia face is overwhelming burden of administrative chores (Thailand Development
Research Institute, 2024). This situation mirrors that of Japan, where pioneers of SLC pilot schools
significantly reduced the administrative load on teachers by streamlining unnecessary
documentation and eliminating duplicate meetings (Ose & Sato, 2001; Sato & Sato, 2003). School
reform, particularly SLC, is not a matter of addition or multiplication, but of subtraction or division.
This aspect also needs to be addressed by the MBA (see professional community in Table 2).

Second, principals must commit to strong leadership by reforming daily practices in their
schools. For this, the principal must visit every classroom and stay there for several minutes every
day. This was rigorously done by the pioneers of SLC in Japan, but in fewer Southeast Asian SLC
schools. We have one case in Vietnam (Mon & Saito, 2017; Saito, 2021a), where the principal and
the first author had a severe disagreement after the school visit, and the first author realised that
the situation in the school was extremely problematic; no one was learning, and the first author
urged the principal to take responsibility. Despite the initial disagreement, the principal later

decided to visit each classroom and agreed with the first author. Remarkably, the principal
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decided to have daily observations of and reflections on the daily practices of the teachers. This
shift resulted in dramatic improvements. This practice should be implemented in Thailand.

Third, the Vietnamese case shows that school reform based on SLC is not a matter of
opening classes once or twice a semester. It requires continuous effort and engagement. This
applies not only to SLC but to any type of school reform. Indonesia also has a long history with
this approach and continues to implement it: it started in 2006 (Saito et al., 2007) and still being
run (Suratno et al., 2019). In Japan, the first pilot schools were established in 1998 (Sato, 2012a).
There is a risk of becoming repetitive in activities over such long periods, even while the context
of each student may change in each class. If teachers are sensitive to these nuanced, small
differences day by day and hour by hour, they can continually refresh and restart running SLC on
a daily basis.

Last, in the case of Thailand, BMA aims to largely scale up the number of SLC schools in
2024 (The Nation, 2023) via professional development programmes and supervisions. To achieve
that expectation with quality, there is a need to clarify the criteria and indicators of SLC to provide
effective consultancy and support for schools. For this aim, Table 2 above can guide BMA officials,
the school leaders and teacher educators on where to focus their attention. Additionally, further
efforts are needed to develop a concrete understanding of the SLC vision, philosophy, and activity
system among these stakeholders. are responsible for leading, and BMA officials and teacher
educators provide support for school reform based on SLC. Their deep and thorough

understanding is crucial.

Concluding remarks

This paper discusses (1) the difference between SLC and other representative approaches
to education reform, (2) indicators of importance gleaned from the first author’s long experience
with SLC, and (3) the sustainability of SLC. For the first aim, SLC was compared with PLCs, STL,
and LS, and the foremost difference was that all stakeholders within the school, not just teachers,
played the role of protagonists. For the second aspect, while all the indicators are listed in Table
2, primary attention is given to whether collaborative learning based on help-seeking will occur.
The quality of learning experiences by the students will be further strengthened through their

mutual help and support - indeed, learning is a process to understand what they did not know
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or understand before. If other peers support those who would not understand well, not only
would the student facing confusion learn better and appreciate their peers providing support also
refine their own understanding by explaining key concepts, theories, or skills. Third, SLC is a
continuous process that can only be accomplished by restructuring and streamlining teachers'
daily tasks, increasing school leaders’ involvement with teachers' daily practices, and a
commitment to sustain the effort from other countries.

For BMA schools, there are three recommendations for BMA schools, where SLC is
practised. First, BMA should recognise that they are ultimately responsible for each student
learning in their region. When they visit schools, they should pay attention to how students are
learning in the observed schools, how principals are leading SLC and how both student and
teacher learning is being supported, as guided in Table 2. BMA has a unique role to play: they
should empower principals to reduce administrative tasks in their schools, freeing up more time
for SLC and other professional activities. Reform is not a venture of addition, but the one of
subtractions. By reducing these burdens, the teachers have more time to engage in professional
activities, and BMA should encourage principals to continually review and reduce administrative
duties of the teachers.

Second, the principals should deeply understand that they are ultimately most
responsible for the learning of every single student in their schools. SLC is designed for this
purpose, and principals should not simply endorse it but lead it. Then, principals have to visit
every classroom even for some minutes every day to observe how the students learn and discuss
their observations with the teachers. The principals’ working space is not the office; it is the entire
school and each classroom. Obviously, the teachers may feel uncomfortable for this at the initial
stage; therefore, the principals should avoid punitive and penalising attitudes and instead adopt
an approach of ‘thinking together.” If they do not have solutions for certain challenges in student
learning, it is acceptable for them not to know. However, the key is to think together with teachers
and maintain a collaborative approach.

Third, for the teachers, it is recommended that teachers should observe whether students
are seeking help from each other. If they are not, it may indicate that the task is too easy or that
students have given up on learning. The point is to provide an engaging, yet challenging task and

encourage the students to think more together. In many cases, the teachers just finish with
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dividing roles within the students and providing rewards. However, these methods of group
learning do not promote deep learning. Deep learning starts with puzzlement, which necessarily
results in mutual consultation and help-seeking. If students are not seeking help from each other,
the tasks should be changed. Task formulation is an ongoing process, and teachers must
continuously grow their professional expertise through reflections, conversations, observations

and reading.
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