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Background 

Colrain Central School is a small, rural K-6 school located in Colrain, MA.  There are currently 

approximately 120 students that attend the school in grades preK-6.  The town is home to 

approximately 2,000 residents with a median household income of $40,455.  The school has Title 1 

status as well as a 95% white population.  Generally speaking, it is a middle-low income school 

comprised of almost exclusively white students.  The minority students that are present are African-

American, Hispanic, Native American, or Pacific Islander.  Until this year, there were no Asian students.  

However, in September a girl moved in from the Philippines.  She is the sole representation of Asia. 

Students in the 6th grade are required to study World Geography and Cultures in order to meet the state 

social studies standards.  The Asian section is broken down into Western Asia (the Middle East), Central 

and South Asia, Southeast Asia and Oceania, and North and East Asia.   There is also a focus on how the 

following five factors have influenced settlement and the economies of the Asian countries:  absolute 

and relative locations, climate, major physical characteristics, major natural resources, and population 

size. 

Purpose 

My primary purpose in attending the “Reading the Landscapes of East Asia” seminar was to attain more 

knowledge of the region and how I could incorporate that knowledge into my classroom.  While I initially 

approached this as a social studies endeavor, I quickly became aware of the clear benefits to my “book 

clubs” and reading curriculum.  I also believed that it was important to have as many accurate resources 

as possible available to my students as their first-hand experience with Asian cultures was virtually non-

existent.  My hope in attending the series was to acquire resources through which I could make Asia 

come alive to my students in a genuine way, without reinforcing stereotypes or simplifying and 

generalizing some very rich, complex cultures.  Also, I wanted to be able to have my students explore 

cultures very different from their own, and yet be able to see some of the similarities that all humans 

experience.   Finally, I was hoping to find some ways to fit all that into a curriculum that is already 

bursting at the seams and for which I do not feel I have enough time to complete.  This series more than 

fulfilled these purposes. 

My own knowledge of this region of the world was greatly expanded through my attendance at these 

workshops.  Not only did I gain valuable information about Korea and Japan, I got some wonderful ideas 

on how to incorporate the study of these two countries into my already too full curriculum.  I feel like I 

came away with some very concrete ways to expose my students to Asia in a genuine, meaningful 

manner.  I have already implemented some of these ideas into my curriculum for this year and will most 

definitely be incorporating many more next year. 

Impact on Teaching 

Immediate Impact  
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As a result of attending this series, I put into place a change in my students “book club” selections.  As a 

way to expose them to the Asian culture immediately, I allowed them to choose the book they wanted 

to read for their “book club” from a selection of four books, all set in Asia:  Homesick, Homeless Bird, 

The Kite Fighters, and When My Name Was Keoko.  This technique, referred to by Marilyn Day as the 

“drop-in method” was the single most valuable method I learned throughout this course.   

When I teach my poetry unit later this spring, I will definitely be able to utilize some of the information I 

learned about the Haiku and Tanka.  I plan on having students not only compose their own haikus, but 

then create some group tankas, as we did in the seminar.  I will be able to include a mini-unit on Basho, 

Ono no Komachi, and Izumi Shikibu which will give my students a context for the history of this poetry. 

When we were in the midst of our Japan unit, I was able to point out to students some of the things I 

had learned as a result of this series.  Specifically we discussed the human-environmental interaction, 

focusing on the shortage of farmland in Japan and how that creates a security issue with regards to food 

security as they are dependent upon so many imports for their food.  This launched us into a great 

discussion about trade and the benefits and risks of being a global, interdependent society. 

The other immediate impact that I am seeing is the incorporation of the Kamishibai as a teaching tool 

for teaching my students how to write incorporating the evidence of the pictures.  This will open a new 

way for them to see how illustrations must be tied to a story and how to use supporting evidence.  I am 

going to divides students into groups and give each group a picture and see if we can create a class story 

based on the pictures of the kamishibai, much like we did in the session. 

Finally, the two largest ‘take home’ ideas that have definitely influenced my teaching this year are the 

ideas put forth by Ted Mitchell of developing “essential questions” and by Marilyn Day of using the 

“drop-in” method.  Ted Mitchell stressed the idea of developing a few essential questions that can be 

the framework for whatever country is being studied, thereby helping to focus the areas of study.  As I 

have often felt overwhelmed by the idea of studying the entire world in one year, this was extremely 

valuable to me.  I have begun to do this by focusing on the idea of how geography impacts daily life, and 

how utilizing one’s natural resources benefits a nation. 

Marilyn Day spoke of the “drop-in” method as a way to expose students to different cultures when 

there is not enough time to spend studying each one in depth.  This idea is very beneficial because it will 

allow me to expose them to stories and cultures from around the world, even while I am focusing on 

ELA components such as foreshadowing and personification.  By simply taking the time to find writing 

pieces from other traditions, students can be studying the structure of a story while simultaneously 

engaging their minds with a culture different than their own.  This opened my mind to the possibility of 

a more integrated curriculum, where students could be exploring civilizations from around the world at 

times other than just the “social studies” block. 

Next Year: 
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As a result of this series on East Asia, I have a much better understanding of some changes I can make to 

my curriculum for next year.  I will be developing a unit on Korea, which I did not specifically cover this 

year.  I came into this series with very little knowledge of Korea and have found myself intrigued and 

wanting to learn more.  In addition to the geography of the nation and how that has been a factor in its 

history, I will also spend some time with my students exploring how Korea has been caught between 

China and Japan and how that has helped to shape the Korean identity. 

During our study on Japan, I plan to invest in some of the Deai Kits as a method of showcasing the 

diverse geography of Japan.  I will also use it to compare how a child’s life in Japan is similar to a child’s 

life in the United States.  It is my hope that this will give students a more tolerant view of those that may 

have different backgrounds than their own. 

There were several resources that I found helpful that I will be using to supplement my lesson plans.  As 

I mentioned earlier, the kamishibai has so many uses.  I will be using it in the future to review paragraph 

structure, the help students with the creation of dialogue, and to explore different points of view.  I will 

use the book In the Grove, to help students examine the element of perception.  I will also be adding the 

book Joyful Noise: Poems in two voices by Paul Fleishmann to my curriculum to help students again 

examine the idea of differing points of view and one way in which they can effectively write from two 

points of view. 

I can say without reservation that this series was invaluable to me.  I came away with such a deeper 

understanding of Korean and Japanese cultures, as well as ways to incorporate that knowledge into my 

classroom.  I look forward to being able to put some of these ideas into practice in order to provide my 

students with a richer awareness of the world to which they belong. 
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