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Kindling interest in science with everyday things
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"Making Science Make Sense" classes at Wakayama elementary school
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The hundred-year-old school with
some 300 students is located in an
area abundantly endowed by nature
and known for its mandarin oranges.

What is popular among the children of
the Tazu grade school in Wakayama's
Arida city nowadays is playing with huge
soap bubbles and making paper burn
with a magnifying glass. Not long ago,
Japanese children used to gather outside
to play hide-and-seek, with mud, and
engage in other traditional pastimes.
Nowadays they generally go to cram
school after regular classes and play TV
games alone, not only in the cities but
even in the country.

One effect of this is an alienation from
science. In an international survey
conducted in 1999, the number of
Japanese children who said they like
mathematics or science was second
lowest among 23 countries. To combat
this lack of interest, Bayer distributed a
Japanese version of the book "Making
Science Make Sense", originally
produced by Bayer in the USA, to all
elementary schools in Japan this April.
This book is being used at the Tazu
school to kindle more interest in science.

Mr. Akasaka, the school principal, is
applying the ideas in the book to make
science interesting by providing
opportunities to imbibe scientific
concepts while playing. The chapter on
basic concepts of science contains much
teachers also have to learn, he points
out. Japanese education has been
lacking in opportunities for actually
experiencing things, he says.

The new curriculum introduced in
Japanese schools this April includes
three hours of general learning which
are to be used at the discretion of the
school for nature and social experiences,
observation, experiments, tours,
investigations, etc. At Tazu, this is used
for learning about the environment,
computers, and English conversation
classes.

In a recent class, students applied ideas
from the book to learn about crystals in
everyday life. They observed ecrystals that
had formed in bottles of dried, pickled
plums, in small stones found on the
playground; alum and urea crystals
prepared beforehand, and so on. The
approach of MSMS fits in well with the
motto of the school, to play hard and
study hard.
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