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Abstract 
 

 In this paper, we examine the first full year of a three-year lesson study professional 
development project across two sites in Mississippi and Alabama. We feature four middle 
school geography teachers from the Mississippi site who participated in the full lesson study 
cycle. Using qualitative data gathered during planning, implementation observation, and 
observation debriefing sessions, as well as one best-case comparison lesson, we discuss the 
extent to which project teachers designed and implemented instruction consistent with 
problem-based geographic inquiry before considering supports the teachers need to further 
integrate those principles into their practice. We conclude with an in-depth discussion of lesson 
study itself, including the affordances and constraints it offers when working with geography 
teachers. In so doing, we hope to stimulate the social studies education research community to 
continue conversations about ways that lesson study professional development can be used to 
overcome obstacles to research-based pedagogical practices among secondary social studies 
teachers. 
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“I just didn’t expect it to be that hard”: The challenges of doing lesson study in geography 

 
The Bridging Divides Project is a geography lesson study initiative that involved social 

studies teachers from two sites in Alabama and Mississippi. The primary goal of the project was 
to investigate ways to support teachers in reconceptualizing their geography instruction 
towards a specific problem-based geographic inquiry (PBGI) model (Saye & Brush, 2004). In 
addition, we wanted to develop exemplars of high-quality geography curricula, aligned with 
principles discussed in the geography roadmap for curriculum materials (Schell, Roth, & Mohan, 
2013), that could be used to support subsequent professional development with teachers. The 
vehicle we used to achieve both of these goals was a scaffolded form of Japanese lesson study 
that involved teachers, teacher educators, and geographers working together to design and test 
research lessons (Howell, & Saye, 2016; Saye et al., 2017). After a one-year pilot study, we 
completed two subsequent years of lesson study with eight teachers (2 in Alabama and 6 in 
Mississippi). This paper briefly describes the findings from the first full lesson study cycle and 
considers the extent to which we were able to promote teacher change towards our stated 
objectives. We also use Year 1 findings as context for considering the strengths and limitations 
of lesson study as we have conceptualized it. While the findings emphasize the experiences of a 
subset of four teachers from the Mississippi design team, we also draw some broader 
conclusions about scaffolded lesson study from our work across the two sites and from our 
previous work conducting lesson study with history teachers. The specific research questions 
we addressed during Year 1 of the project are as follows: 

RQ1: To what extent did project teachers design and implement instruction consistent  
          with PBGI design principles? 
RQ2: What further supports do project teachers need to effectively enact PBGI? 

Our title comes from the pilot phase of our project. The middle school geography teacher with 
whom we worked was surprised by the challenges of teaching population pyramids featured 
within that year’s lesson study research lesson. Her students struggled to interpret population 
pyramids, and she wondered aloud whether she had succeeded in teaching them the necessary 
content and skills. We believe her quote is symbolic of the entire lesson study process for 
teachers. While lesson study is replete with opportunities to learn from mistakes and overcome 
obstacles, lesson study participants are often surprised by the challenges of doing so. Our 
experience suggests that scaffolded lesson study reveals the complexities of teaching and 
learning in ways that encourage reflection and change, but the process is a slow one that 
requires significant commitments of time and energy from all those who are involved.  

 
Literature Review 

 In recent years there has been a renewed push for inquiry-based instruction in social 
studies as evidenced by the creation of the College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework and 
subsequent efforts to encourage its use in the classroom (Lee, Swan, & Grant, 2018; NCSS 
2013). Many geography educators have adopted the C3 Framework or have encouraged the 
use of similar frameworks such as National Geographic’s geo-inquiry process (National 
Geographic, 2018). While these initiatives and related efforts are encouraging, meaningful 
reforms in teacher practice are notoriously difficult to accomplish (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). 
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Research in social studies classrooms continues to suggest that most teachers engage in 
traditional instruction geared towards helping students acquire lower order content knowledge 
(Saye et al., 2018). Geography teachers, in particular, are among the most likely to rely on 
traditional instruction (Knowles & Theobald, 2013), perhaps as a result of having minimal 
college coursework in geography (United States Government Accountability Office, 2015). A 
persistent problem for those wishing to disrupt this trend involves determining how to best 
support teachers in adopting a constructivist orientation to teaching and learning such that 
inquiry-based instruction becomes more attractive. One approach that has demonstrated some 
promise is the use of a professional development model originating in Japan called lesson 
study.   
 
Japanese Lesson Study 

Lesson study came to the attention of reformers in the United States in the late 1990s 
as they sought ways to respond to the poor performance of students on international 
assessments in math and science (Stigler & Hiebert, 1999). It had been credited as a key factor 
in helping Japanese science teachers shift their instruction to an inquiry-based approach (Lewis 
& Tsuchida, 1997) and therefore seemed promising for achieving similar aims in the U.S. Since 
its initial introduction in the U.S., lesson study has spread to other disciplines and become much 
more common. Its spread is likely because lesson study includes virtually all of the criteria 
recognized as necessary for high quality professional development (Darling-Hammond, Hyler, & 
Gardner, 2017). Fernandez (2002), one of the early researchers and proponents of Japanese 
lesson study, defines lesson study as a process intended to engage teachers in a deep 
examination of their practice even though the actual unit of analysis is the lesson. The process 
is initiated when a group of teachers that teach a similar subject or at the same grade level 
organize into a design team. Lesson study in Japan usually involves “10 to 15 hours of group 
meetings spread over a 3-to-4 week period, with the two teachings separated by only a few 
days” (Fernandez, 2002, p. 394). Figure 1 below illustrates the basic lesson study process as 
described by Fernandez (2002).  

The typical Japanese lesson study cycle covers two to three years, includes multiple 
implementation cycles, and results in field-tested curriculum and insights into teaching practice, 
which the team intentionally publishes through research reports (Fernandez, 2002). To begin 
the lesson study process, the team agrees upon a standard lesson plan format and establishes 
an observation protocol so that members of the team are prepared to observe specific learning 
outcomes during lesson implementations. Team members next conduct substantial research 
during the design phase (#1 on Figure 1) as they try to determine what is causing learners to 
struggle and ways to effectively address the problem of practice. Team members then deploy 
their research to design a research lesson. When it comes time to implement the lesson, a 
teacher on the team volunteers to teach it while the other teachers observe using the 
observation protocol. Following observations, the teachers use a specific debriefing process 
that ensures the lesson is the focus of discussion and not the individual teacher. An outside 
observer or advisor may be invited to add a fresh perspective or additional expertise to the 
observation debriefing process (Fernandez, 2002). The debriefing leads to lesson revisions with 
the ultimate goal of building a theory that might explain why an instructional innovation in the 
lesson was effective in addressing the specific problem of practice (Fernandez, 2002). Lesson 
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study is ubiquitous among elementary and middle school teachers in Japan, and as a result, 
teachers have strong capacity for thinking like teacher-researchers (Fernandez, 2002) and are 
adept at carefully observing lessons to build their own capacity to implement powerful 
instructional strategies (Lewis, 2012). As noted by Lewis (2006), lesson study is “a simple idea, 
but a complex process” (p. 277). To support lesson study, Japan has created national, regional, 
and local structures to sustain the process. Researchers in the U.S. have modified lesson study 
in the absence of those structures to make it fit the American context where curriculums are 
more diverse and supports vary more widely. 

 
Figure 1. Elements of the Japanese Lesson Study Process 

 
Adapting Lesson Study to Promote Problem-Based Geographic Inquiry 

Our professional development model retains many of the elements of traditional 
Japanese lesson study, but incorporates additional scaffolding intended to support teachers in 
implementing a problem-based geographic inquiry model of instruction and confront common 
challenges to inquiry-based practice in a U.S. context. Our scaffolded approach is grounded in 
the aforementioned lesson study research by Fernandez (2002; 2005) and Lewis (2012), and in 
previous attempts to promote our specific model of problem-based inquiry in other social 
science disciplines (Howell & Saye, 2016; Kohlmeier & Saye, 2016; Saye et al., 2007, 2017). In 
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this section, we describe findings from this research and how they have informed our approach 
to lesson study, including the strategic modifications we made to the traditional Japanese 
model. 

In one of the first efforts to bring lesson study to the U.S., Fernandez (2002, 2005) 
initiated a lesson study project involving over 30 elementary math teachers and studied their 
work as a non-participant observer. The goal of the project was for the teachers to build their 
capacity to design and implement lessons featuring research-based mathematical reforms. As 
with inquiry-based instruction in social studies, successful reform-minded teaching in math 
requires significant content knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge. The teachers in 
Fernandez’s (2005) study had to work to overcome deficiencies in both of these areas. 
Fernandez also noticed that the teachers struggled to think like a researcher; they had difficulty 
defining research questions, collecting relevant data, and formulating theories to explain 
findings from the lesson implementations (Fernandez, 2002). This undermined the ability of the 
design team to systematically learn and build off the findings from the research lesson. Despite 
these challenges, the teachers in the study seemed to benefit from having a structured forum 
for collaborative discussions about mathematics and mathematical reasoning. Their dialogue 
could have been more powerful, however, if they had a “teacher of teachers” in their group to 
“help them make the most out of their lesson study work” (Fernandez, 2005, p. 284). Similar 
findings (e.g. 2006) motivated Lewis and colleagues (2002, 2018) to scaffold the lesson study 
process for a U.S. context by introducing targeted curricular materials and observation and 
debriefing scaffolds to teachers that would support their thinking about quality teaching and 
learning. Subsequently, Saye and colleagues (2007) modified these early lesson study scaffolds 
and added others to promote the adoption of problem-based historical inquiry (PBHI) among 
middle and high school history teachers. 

Our involvement with the research by Saye et al. (2007) led us to retain many of its 
innovations for the Bridging Divides Project. In order to encourage more productive dialogue 
related to the problem-based geographic inquiry model and support teachers in adopting a 
“research stance,” we served a dual role as a researcher and the facilitator of the lesson study 
design team. This is consistent with the Japanese practice of inviting lesson study advisors with 
expertise in the particular research area to lesson study planning and implementation sessions 
(Fernandez, 2002), though, in contrast, our involvement was more systematic. In addition to 
having a teacher-educator on each team, we also had a project geographer to support teachers 
in developing their content knowledge. This was particularly important since several of our 
participants were new geography teachers with limited formal geography coursework in their 
undergraduate or graduate programs. The geographer was also very helpful to us as 
researchers as we worked to build our own content knowledge in geography.  

The PBGI model is predicated on unit level planning, so our lesson study process always 
included teachers conceptualizing and planning a problem-based unit followed by identification 
and planning of a specific research lesson. We employed specific hard and soft scaffolds 
throughout the entire lesson study process to support thoughtful consideration of multiple 
variables known to influence student achievement. Hard scaffolds (Saye & Brush, 2002) are pre-
planned supports. We include a list of them in Table 1 below. Soft scaffolds (Saye & Brush, 
2002) are unplanned, situational supports meant to support teacher thinking about such things 
as setting goals and identifying a researchable problem to address through the research lesson. 
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Most often these situational supports were questions we posed at various points in the lesson 
study process to encourage teachers to consider curriculum design principles reflective of PBGI. 
 
 
Table 1: PBGI Planning Scaffolds 

Hard Scaffold Purpose 

Framing the Unit Facilitates orienting the unit around big questions tied to 
significant topics/concepts in the curriculum. The unit is 
“framed” by devising a unit compelling question and an 
authentic culminating activity and backwards planning the 
lessons. 

Lesson Sequencing Guide A resource that allows teachers to visualize the progression of a 
problem-based unit and includes focused questions to guide 
teachers in planning lessons. 

Planning Log Provides an ongoing mechanism for teachers to check the 
lesson/unit with the theoretical design principles that undergird 
the PBGI model (authentic intellectual work, constructivism). 
The team physically records how the lesson is meeting the 
principles. 

Observation Guide Focuses teachers on identifying specific student learning 
outcomes they hope to observe during each phase of the 
research lesson implementation. Enables teachers to divide 
responsibility during observations to attend to specific areas of 
interest (i.e. engagement). 

Debriefing Guide Provides a structured agenda for discussing the lesson based on 
the roles members of the design team served during the 
observation (i.e. timekeeper). Embedded procedures in the 
guide ensure the teacher who taught the lesson provides 
his/her insights first and the debriefing is focused on improving 
the lesson rather than criticizing the teacher. 

Online PIHNet Resources Descriptions of powerful learning strategies and culminating 
unit activities along with some video cases of these strategies in 
action. 

 
Our lesson study follows the same basic progression as the Japanese model in Figure 1, 

but Step 1 is implemented primarily during the summer. We provide explicit instruction on the 
purpose and characteristics of the PBGI model during a seminar before transitioning into lesson 
study. Our scaffolding is deployed most fully during the planning phase of lesson study, 
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although the observation guide and observation debriefing guide are critical components of the 
implementation phase. The scaffolding is consistent with those used by Saye et. al. (2007, 
2017), with minor variations to account for the focus on geographic thinking and reasoning. 

The scaffolded approach to lesson study that we apply in our project has been shown to 
be effective in previous studies. The two sustained lesson study initiatives that most influenced 
our project resulted in positive outcomes for the participating teachers as they worked to 
engage their students in problem-based historical inquiry (Howell & Saye, 2016; Saye et al., 
2007, 2017). Findings from these studies suggest that lesson study helps teachers to deepen 
their understanding of the content they teach and improve their ability to enact pedagogical 
strategies that support inquiry. Lesson study provided a forum for these teachers to engage 
with their colleagues in a way they seldom experienced in their regular professional 
development. Teachers in these projects consistently expressed how much they valued the 
opportunity to improve their craft. The lesson study process also helped teachers to take 
pedagogical risks because they felt supported and, in some cases, had experienced colleagues 
on the team they could observe before implementing the research lesson themselves (Saye et 
al, 2007). Teachers became more accustomed to engaging in collegial dialogue and grew in 
their ability to think beyond their immediate classroom to make research-based generalizations 
as to why an aspect of a particular research lesson worked or did not achieve its goal (e.g. 
Howell & Saye, 2016). The act of planning and jointly observing lessons led some teachers to 
reconsider their teaching practices and to use project scaffolds on their own. Teachers in these 
projects were often struck by the depth and complexity of the designed problem-based units 
but grew to appreciate how the extra investment of instructional time could impact their 
students. It was common for teachers to express doubt at the beginning of lesson study about 
whether their students could achieve the high goals established by the team. Lesson study 
served as a powerful mechanism in shifting this mindset as study participants observed their 
students achieve at levels they did not expect (Saye et al., 2007). Seeing the problem-based 
historical inquiry (PBHI) model work with their students increased teacher motivation and 
encouraged teachers to persist with lesson study and make more noticeable growth towards 
project goals. While these results are encouraging, project teachers rarely reached the point 
where the alternative pedagogical vision of PBHI became “fully integrated” into their practice 
(Saye et al., 2007, p. 12). Collectively, these studies suggest that teacher change through lesson 
study requires long time horizons (Saye et al., 2007). 

Studies seeking to use lesson study professional development among geography 
teachers are rare and those that exist do not have the same focus on supporting inquiry-based 
pedagogy (e.g., Norwich & Ylonen, 2013). Instead of relying on geography-specific lesson study 
work, we rely on studies that synthesize findings from among multiple disciplines, including 
lesson study pioneers like Catherine Lewis (e.g., 2012). Such studies offer research-based 
suggestions for general ways teachers might be supported to better engage in lesson study.    
     

Theoretical Framework 
The Bridging Divides Project is grounded in research involving teacher change in social 

studies, particularly factors that promote or inhibit adoption of inquiry-based instruction 
(Onosko, 1991, Rossi, 1995; Saye, 2007). In order to evaluate the effectiveness of our approach 
to professional development, we considered the extent to which the teachers were able to 
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design and implement inquiry-based learning experiences consistent with a constructivist 
philosophy of instruction. During lesson study, we sought to promote a constructivist 
orientation to teaching and learning by intentionally utilizing curriculum design principles 
grounded in problem-based inquiry and authentic intellectual work.  Appendix A provides a 
summary of the design principles. In brief, we argue that learning should be purposeful, 
connected, active and challenging, and structured. In previous work (Maddox and Howell, 
2018), we discussed the theoretical basis for the design principles and explored a curricular 
exemplar to illustrate how the principles could be employed to design instruction. The design 
principles are theoretically grounded in constructivism, problem-based inquiry, and notions of 
Authentic Intellectual Work (AIW). Ideas associated with cognitive constructivism, for example, 
are most evident in the design principle arguing that learning should be connected, while 
notions of social constructivism can be seen in our description of active and challenging 
learning. According to Newmann and colleagues (2016), students engage in AIW when they 
“construct knowledge, through disciplined inquiry, in order to produce discourse, products, or 
performances that have value beyond school” (p. 23). Our lesson study units were intentionally 
designed to engage students in learning experiences that met standards of AIW. 

 
Methodology 

We consider the research and development cycles of lesson study to be a form of 
design-based research (DBR) or design experiments (Brown, 1992; Collins, Joseph, & Bielaczyc, 
2004). According to Collins et al., “Design experiments were developed as a way to carry out 
formative research to test and refine educational designs based on theoretical principles 
derived from prior research” (p. 18). Design experiments take place in real world classroom 
environments as opposed to laboratory settings. When an experimental curriculum is 
attempted in a real classroom setting, unanticipated variables often influence the 
implementation (Brown, 1992). Researchers gather quantitative and qualitative data on the 
effectiveness of the curriculum and work to tighten up the design by alternating between 
making modifications and observing their results (Collins et al., 2004). Design experiments seek 
to “involve different participants in the design, in order to bring their different expertise into 
producing and analyzing the design” (Collins et al, 2004, p. 21). However, DBR projects are not 
synonymous with lesson study. DBR projects that are grounded in Japanese lesson study have 
to make a greater effort to ensure teacher participants have significant authority in the design 
process. They also follow lesson study norms and protocols that are not necessarily required of 
DBR studies in general. In our work, we consistently experience a tension between studying the 
impact of lesson study on teachers’ pedagogical practices and studying the product of our 
lesson study work - the problem-based geographic inquiry curriculum itself. As researchers, we 
work to refine our scaffolding of teachers through the lesson study cycles to encourage 
pedagogical change, but we also work with the design team to refine the curriculum after each 
lesson implementation. This dual focus both complicates our data collection and enrichens it. 

 
Sample & Context 
 Table 2 below summarizes demographic data for the four participants from the 
Mississippi site that are featured in this paper.  
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Table 2: Participant Demographics 

Participant Course Taught Gender Race Experience Degree(s) 

West School District, Pine Belt Middle School 

Katherine 8th Grade Mississippi 
Studies & World 
Geography 

Female White Between 
11 and 15 
yrs. 

B.A. in History; 
MAED 

Michael 6th Grade Geography 
& Citizenship 

Male White/ 
Hispanic 

2 yrs. or 
less 

BA in HY 
BA in HY w/ SS 
Licensure 

West School District, Bellevue Middle School 

Frances 8th Grade Mississippi 
Studies & World 
Geography 

Female White 2 yrs. or 
less 

BA in HY w/ SS 
Licensure 

East School District, Flower Middle School 

Madeline 7th Grade World 
Geography 

Female White > 15 yrs. Middle School 
Language Arts, MA in 
History  

 
 
Procedures 

Year 1 teachers participated in a six-day summer seminar in June or July 2016 depending 
on their site in Mississippi or Alabama. The teachers above were in the July seminar and initially 
experienced two days of professional development on PBGI pedagogy, globalization content 
(the year’s content topic), and technology integration. In the remaining four days, the teachers 
engaged in lesson study focused on the topic of globalization. The Mississippi teachers 
implemented, observed, debriefed and revised their lesson twice during the school year, once 
in the fall semester and once during the spring semester.  

 
Data Sources 

Data were collected from a variety of sources to include audio recordings of the seminar 
days, lesson study scaffolds, instructional artifacts, researcher field notes, video from the 
research lessons, and video of observation debriefing meetings. The scaffolded lesson study 
process we utilized ensured the design teams frequently interacted with the design principles 
to refine the curriculum. As a result, curriculum artifacts were virtually assured to include the 
key characteristics we would expect to find in a quality PBGI lesson and unit. However, a jointly 
designed curriculum usually reflects compromises between members of the team and the 
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uneven influence of certain participants. We monitored the contributions of each participant 
during the planning phase and subsequent debriefing meetings in order to evaluate the extent 
to which they seemed to understand and embrace the principles associated with the PBGI 
model (and by extension, the underlying assumptions about teaching and learning). We also 
used observations to evaluate the extent to which teachers were willing and able to execute 
the lesson as intended and therefore put the design principles into practice.  

For each teacher, we also collected data from a comparison lesson not affiliated with 
lesson study. We requested teachers identify a task that best illustrates students engaged in 
challenging work with disciplinary ideas and concepts within their normal course. We then 
requested to observe the associated lesson. These data were collected to allow us to better 
consider the extent to which teachers in the study embraced practices consistent with our 
model in their teaching and to track the effectiveness of the lesson study professional 
development over the course of the project. 
 
Data Analysis 

We used qualitative, descriptive techniques including content analysis and analytic 
induction (LeCompte & Schensul, 1999) to analyze these data and generate findings. The 
combined body of transcripts represents many hours of teacher dialogue across all phases of 
lesson study. In previous work (Saye, Kohlmeier, Brush, Howell, & Maddox, 2013), we examined 
pre-service and in-service teachers’ adoption of professional teaching knowledge for problem-
based historical inquiry along a continuum with traditional craft knowledge on one extreme and 
professional knowledge for problem-based historical inquiry on the other. We have used a 
similar continuum in this paper to organize our analysis and findings. We identified three points 
along a continuum in order to describe the teachers’ adoption and use of problem-based and 
constructivist design principles: traditional, transitional, and integrated. Traditional teachers 
believe that teaching practices are specific to a particular teacher, setting, and even topic. Very 
little is generalizable beyond their own teaching practice, which is not anchored in 
constructivist or problem-based design principles. Transitional teachers have begun to consider 
and minimally implement constructivist and problem-based curriculum principles that are 
applicable beyond their own specific practice. They may draw from generalizable, theoretical 
knowledge in some instances while ignoring it in others. Likewise, their understanding and 
ability to apply some design principles may be fully developed while their understanding and 
ability to implement others may be thin. Finally, Integrated teachers consistently draw from 
theory-based constructivist and problem-based principles to design and implement instruction 
within a cohesive unit that pursues a civic competence mission. Integrated teachers 
consistently articulate and apply their understanding of constructivist and problem-based 
inquiry principles. While we understand that teacher decision-making is complex and not easily 
arrayed on a continuum, we use this continuum for discussion purposes and to consider the 
extent of change seen in teachers throughout the life of the project. During the planning phase 
of lesson study, we considered the extent to which individual teachers employed constructivist 
and problem-based design principles to collaboratively discuss and then design instruction. 
During the implementation phase of lesson study, we considered whether the teacher was able 
to keep the focus of instruction on the central question and associated big ideas and whether 
the learning experience was compelling and authentic for students. During best-case 
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comparison observations, we considered the extent to which the teachers made use of 
constructivist and problem-based instructional principles. 
 

Findings 
Unit Overview 
 The design team initially discussed the potential for designing a unit on the broad topic 
of globalization. After discussion of each teacher’s grade-specific state standards during the 
planning phase of lesson study, the team decided to narrow the topic to U.S. involvement in 
global trade because global trade cut across each grade level. In discussing global trade as a 
topic, the teachers set several goals for student learning that reflected important geography 
content and thinking skills. By studying global trade, the teachers hoped students would better 
understand how global trade emerged particularly as it relates to scarcity of resources. They 
were concerned that their middle schoolers had little to no prior knowledge on the topic. They 
wanted students to understand how humans extract raw materials from the earth and how 
those actions change the earth. The teachers also hoped to show students how the world was 
connected by global trade and communication networks and that those networks meant the 
world was interdependent. Knowing full well that not everyone would agree on whether the 
U.S. should support global trade, the teachers also wanted to expose students to multiple 
perspectives on the topic in the hopes that they might be more open-minded. The teachers all 
agreed that their students had minimal cultural awareness. Lastly, the teachers wanted 
students gain experience problem-solving. They wanted students to use geographic data to 
defend a decision with evidence.   

With goals established, the design team next used the Framing the Unit scaffold to 
conceptualize a unit central question and an end-of-unit, culminating activity. The teachers 
chose to focus the unit on the extent to which the U.S. should support global trade. (Our 
planning occurred prior to the election of Donald Trump as President; we could not have 
predicted how his comments about trade would make our unit seem more worth knowing.) 
Using principles of backward design (McTighe, 2010), we then conceptualized the end-of-unit 
performance assessment. The teachers opted for a mock congressional hearing. They wanted 
student groups to represent authentic perspectives on the question of U.S. involvement in 
global trade at a congressional hearing investigating the question. We then conceptualized each 
lesson within the unit to ensure that they built towards the culminating activity.  Table 3 below 
summarizes our unit. 

With the unit outlined, the teachers selected Lesson 3 as the research lesson, the lesson 
they would fully develop, implement for observation during the school year, and examine 
deeply for its impact on student learning. In discussing initial plans for the research lesson, the 
teachers set three goals. First, they wanted to prioritize student engagement. Second, they 
wanted to design the lesson such that students were exposed to more than one perspective. 
Third, they wanted to formatively assess students’ ability to use evidence so that any 
deficiencies could be addressed prior to the unit culminating activity. With those goals in mind, 
we next offer a description of the research lesson that emerged as context for the findings that 
follow.  
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Table 3: Unit Overview 

Unit Persistent Issue: What is the best way to distribute a society’s resources? 
Unit Central Question: To what extent should the United States support global trade? 

Topic Major Strategy 

Lesson 1:  Building an iPhone Unit Grabber & Introduction Experiential Activity 

Lesson 2:  Global Resources and Trade Geographic 
Investigation 

Lesson 3:  Policy Options / Benefits and Drawbacks of Global Trade Response Group 
Discussion 

Lesson 4:  Performance Assessment Preparation Small Group 
Investigations 

Lesson 5:  Performance Assessment Congressional Hearing 

 
As intended and designed, the research lesson begins with the teacher framing the 

lesson as part of a larger unit focused on U.S. involvement in global trade. The teacher reminds 
students of the central question, the previous lesson, and the unit performance assessment to 
come. Next, the teacher provides a brief background lecture on global trade in general and U.S. 
involvement specifically. The lecture examines economic policy options available to nations 
including quotas, tariffs, bilateral trade agreements, and multilateral trade agreements. Student 
groups then consider three separate case studies examining a real-world trade problem. In one 
case, for example, students read about a local grocer who was struggling to fill his shelves with 
cheap products his customers wanted to buy because trade restrictions were forcing him to buy 
locally. With each case, student groups are asked to propose a reasonable policy solution from 
a list of options available to them. Groups are to choose and then defend the policy option that 
held the most promise for easing the difficulties of the actor within the case. To end the 
research lesson, individual students are given a sticky note and asked to write their initial 
decision on the extent to which the U.S. should support global trade. They provide three 
supporting reasons for their decision and then place their sticky note on a large continuum on 
the board with one end representing protectionism and no involvement by the U.S. in global 
trade and the other representing free trade and complete involvement. The sticky note was 
meant as a formative assessment used by the teacher to quickly assess what students learned 
from the research lesson before moving into preparation for the unit culminating activity.  
 
Traditional Teachers 

Frances.  Frances, a novice teacher, taught one period of World Geography to 8th grade 
students at the very end of the school day.  Because the school began dismissing car riding 
students very early, she often had only about thirty minutes with her full class. Frances made 
these problems known to the design team during lesson study planning, but the team chose not 
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to wrestle with her unique concerns, instead arguing that she would just need to add an extra 
day to the unit to compensate for the lost time. As a novice teacher, Frances was also still 
grappling with how best to plan instruction for her students. She relied on her Professional 
Learning Community (PLC), essentially all of the social studies teachers at her school, for 
guidance on what should be taught and for how long. Although she presented the lesson study 
curriculum she helped design to her PLC and they all agreed to teach it, she felt pressed to stay 
in lock step with her PLC, saying, “I don’t really have control; I have to do what the PLC agrees 
to do.” These two factors (time and her PLC) might explain why Frances avoided the riskier 
portions of the research lesson, particularly aspects of the lesson that might lead to unplanned 
discussion. Her desire to maximize the short time she had with students also meant that she 
moved through the planned lesson materials rapidly. While the research lesson plan called for 
the teachers to link the lesson to the unit central question, for example, Frances did not 
mention it. Her first mention of the unit central question came at the end of the lesson when 
students had to quickly complete the sticky note task by directly answering the unit central 
question. Interestingly, at the end of the lesson, Frances told her students that they would go 
through and highlight their notes in the following lesson in preparation for a test. The research 
lesson, however, is lesson three of five. Her comment may suggest that she did not attempt any 
other portions of the unit beyond the research lesson, parts of which were admittedly 
incomplete. Her comment might also explain why she did not link the lesson to anything 
beyond itself. During the lesson itself, Frances relied on closed-ended, rapid-fire questions 
demanding simple responses from students. She missed opportunities to problematize the case 
studies by raising questions about the policy options available to the case actors and instead 
coached students to complete them quickly. The pressure to be done, however, may have 
conflicted with what she knew to be best practice. Following the lesson, she said she was glad 
she did not have time to discuss each of the cases as a class, because she knew she only had 
time to tell the students the answers and telling students answers reduces the thinking they 
must do. The problem, however, with not debriefing each case is that doing so overlooks one of 
the critical components of the instructional strategy itself - a response group. As designed, the 
teacher should have called on each group to report the policy option they chose in response to 
the case. The teacher should then lead a class wide deliberation about the choices and any 
discrepancies in the choices. Without expert scaffolding and guidance from the teacher, the 
students in Frances’ room were left to wonder if the option they chose was a justifiable choice. 
In the end, the students’ responses on the sticky note task lacked a strong grounding in 
evidence, partly because they had not fully discussed the cases.  

Frances’s comparison lesson similarly suggested that she takes a traditional approach to 
social studies teaching given the identified constraints under which she operated. When asked 
to select the lesson that most challenged her students intellectually, she chose a review game 
that was paired with traditional geography content on Africa as a region. While her choice may 
have been born out of expediency or a desire to conform with members of her PLC, it still 
suggested that she had few intellectually challenging lessons to choose from late in the school 
year when the observation occurred. Indeed, prior to the comparison observation, she 
apologized via email for the lack of rigor in the lesson and then told the first author upon his 
arrival that “we’ve got eight days left; we’re just getting through to the end of the year.” Using 
a web-based quiz game, Frances led her students through a review of discreet content that 
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would appear on the students’ last test of the year. All of the questions asked were lower order 
and demanded factual recall. Frances made no effort to link the factual content to anything 
beyond itself or to sell students on why the content mattered. The most complex question 
explored during the review was centered on why people settled along the Nile River. Yet, it 
became clear during the discussion that Frances simply wanted students to repeat the reasons 
she had provided previously during lecture. At the end of the lesson, Frances again seemed to 
recognize that the lesson lacked intellectual rigor, perhaps because of her experience planning 
rigorous instruction with her lesson study colleagues. She expressed dissatisfaction with the 
lessons planned by her PLC, arguing they relied too heavily on preparatory lectures for tests. 
Following the comparison observation, she said, “This just isn’t how I do things.” Interestingly, 
however, Frances also noted her love for her “team,” even indicating that they got along well 
with one another. Frances may have been walking the tightrope many new teachers walk. 
While she may have had thoughts of designing intellectually challenging instruction for 
students, she needed to do so without offending more senior members of her PLC.  

Katherine.  Katherine, a veteran teacher, taught several periods of 8th grade World 
Geography. Unlike Frances whose class was cut short by the dismissal process, Katherine had 
her students for the full period. During the planning stages of lesson study when goals for 
lesson study were considered, Katherine expressed her concern that students do not easily 
listen to opposing views, saying, “[students] don’t want to hear it if it’s not their own opinion.” 
She also argued that her students struggled to understand cultures and religions other than 
their own and that she found it challenging to convince students why understanding other 
cultures was valuable. She noted that her students’ typical response to anything out of the 
ordinary was something along the lines of “that’s stupid.” Katherine suggested that part of her 
students’ problem was that they had no “history training or prior knowledge before they come 
to you [in 6th grade], so it’s like you’re starting at the foundation.” During the planning phases, 
Katherine demonstrated her deep understanding of her individual students and their unique 
life situations. She talked, for instance, about her ability to use examples from students’ lives 
[students’ desire for hoverboards around Christmas time] to teach complex concepts [supply 
and demand]. Throughout the planning phase of lesson study, Katherine fought to have the 
emerging curriculum meet the unique needs of her specific group of students, a goal that 
sometimes conflicted with other team members who wanted to focus more on generalizable 
design principles that cut across contexts.  

Like Frances, Katherine did not review how the research lesson fit with previous lessons 
or upcoming lessons. She did not, for example, explain how the previous day’s geographic 
inquiry lesson related to the research lesson or how both would help students complete the 
congressional hearing performance assessment at the end of the unit, perhaps because both of 
these parts of the unit had been planned and conceptualized but not fully developed. To do 
PBGI well, students need not only to know what big idea they are seeking to understand, but 
they also need time and space to consider the big ideas embedded within the unit central 
question. Yet, Katherine only mentioned the central question at the end of the research lesson 
as students worked on the sticky note assignment. For Katherine, much like Frances, pressures 
of time seemed to make her shortcut portions of the lesson. In one instance, Katherine 
corrected a group of students that understood protectionism to mean protecting another 
country. Instead of posing questions to the group that might lead them to interpret the case 
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more fully and thereby confront their misconception, she simply told students the “correct” 
answer. In another instance, she directed a group just to use a process of elimination in order 
to settle on a policy option by asking which options had not been used previously. Katherine 
also significantly scaled back the debriefing portion of the response group strategy in order to 
move through the lesson content. She seemed to focus on procedural and timing concerns, 
sometimes telling groups to just get something down so they could move on. As a result, 
students’ responses to each case study were inconsistently grounded in the case readings. 
Katherine wanted students to get the work done in the time available even when that meant 
being heavy handed in guiding student groups to complete each case study. Throughout the 
lesson, Katherine did draw more fully from her many years in the classroom and her knowledge 
of her community to spontaneously offer specific, local examples of how global trade had 
impacted the community. For instance, she described how Walgreens had attempted to come 
into the community to offer lower cost medicines and household goods but was turned away 
by town leaders for fear that the store would destroy the local, family-owned drug store that 
had been in business for many years. Making these kinds of connections made the lesson 
content seem more purposeful and connected to students’ lives as evidenced by their interest 
in her stories and their desire to discuss local issues. 

Katherine’s comparison lesson was much more intellectually challenging than Frances’s. 
On the day prior to the observation, student groups had examined a series of posters showing 
impoverished families, from various regions of the world, with food they had purchased for $45 
or less. The poster showed the family, smaller pictures of the food they purchased for the 
month and included a budget for the month. Katherine’s goal with the comparison lesson 
seemed to be to expose students to what life might be like when forced to live on less than $2 a 
day ($45 a month). In groups, on the day of the comparison observation, students used a 
budgeting scaffold to make decisions about how to spend $45 on food for the month. Student 
groups were given a list of food items and prices. Some food items were staples that could be 
used in multiple ways, while others were luxuries that had little nutritional value. After the 
group concluded the budgeting step, they individually completed a scaffold that asked 
questions designed to encourage empathy. Questions included: “What would you do and how 
would you feel if this was your reality?” “How does it make you feel to think about children all 
over the world who actually live on this budget?” “List 5 things YOU can do to help cure world 
hunger.” While empathy appeared to be the goal of Katherine’s lesson, empathy or even 
disciplinary thinking was not achieved. Students most often provided one-word answers on the 
scaffolds, there was little to no discussion of students’ responses to the questions, and no big 
idea, theme, or central question guiding the work. Instead, Katherine seemed primarily 
concerned with encouraging, supporting, and engaging relationally with her students.  
 Michael. Michael, a novice teacher in his second year, taught World Geography and 
Civics to 6th graders. Michael was a former student of the first author. He had been introduced 
to some of the ideas that were foundational to the project during an introductory education 
class. These ideas included backwards design, performance assessments, and instructional 
design principles. As a result, Michael may have been predisposed to some of the goals we 
sought to achieve within the project even as he worked to fully implement those ideas in his 
classroom as a novice teacher. During lesson study planning, Michael encouraged the design 
team to have students examine “diverse opinions on geography” because he felt his students 
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lacked a global perspective. He also latched onto the idea of “problem-based” geography 
instruction. He argued that, while students see problems in social studies, “they’re not used to 
this sort of problem solving” and therefore needed practice. Perhaps because he was a more 
recent college graduate, Michael proved capable of using his growing content knowledge to 
push the design team to consider important concepts. He also proved capable of using his prior 
knowledge in backwards design to help the team conceptualize an engaging unit central 
question and an end-of-unit performance assessment that would motivate students to do their 
best work. 

During the research lesson implementation, Michael was one of two teachers who did 
remind students of the unit central question at the start of the lesson. He did so by asking, 
“What were we trying to figure out?” When a student responded with the central question 
about the extent to which the U.S. should support global trade, he asked, “What does that 
mean?” A new student jumped into the conversation and explained that the class was trying to 
figure out “how far the U.S. should go.” Perhaps due to his inexperience with problem-based 
instruction, however, Michael did not implement the response group strategy as intended. 
What was intended to be a group presentation followed by a brief whole class deliberation 
about the proposed policy solution became more of a call and response question and answer 
between the group speaking and the teacher. Michael did not use the students’ responses to 
highlight disagreements over whether the U.S. should support global trade. While the fact that 
even one group was being questioned is encouraging, Michael might have problematized the 
groups’ responses and pushed back against unsubstantiated claims. In addition, Michael might 
have resisted the urge to immediately reveal the most probable policy option and instead guide 
students to that understanding. Michael missed other opportunities to connect the lesson to 
the larger unit, though having students recall the central question was a positive step in the 
right direction. He did not, for instance, explain how students would use the lecture content or 
explain the bigger purpose of the response group strategy. If he was only coming to understand 
the purpose of the strategy himself, it seems logical that he would not explain its purpose to 
students. In spite of these missed opportunities, Michael’s students were active at times and 
challenged to think more deeply at other times. At one point, for example, students became 
confused about the meaning and use of tariffs. Michael, drawing from his experience explaining 
tariffs to members of the lesson study team, adroitly used a cafeteria metaphor to help 
students understand tariffs. Throughout the lesson, Michael also legitimized students’ 
questions and interests. When students raised questions pertinent to the content, he slowed to 
help them. As students worked in groups interrogating the first case study, Michael noticed that 
students were simply counting the number of countries listed in the case to decide if the 
primary actor preferred protectionist, bilateral, or multilateral trade policies. He also realized 
that students seemed confused about bilateralism. After listening patiently to one group in 
particular, he asked, “What two countries would [the case actor] want to increase trade with?” 
Immediately, the students realized their mistake. Michael’s simple question pushed students to 
dig back into the case to correct their misconception. While the degree of talk within all groups 
was not as robust as the one just noted, and Michael was inconsistent in his scaffolding of the 
groups, he did understand that students would need his expert help and scaffolding to be 
successful within the research lesson. Michael seemed to grasp that anchoring instruction with 
a central question was important because it raised an authentic problem for students to 
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consider.  
Michael’s comparison lesson was one that he described as his “crazy lesson.” Michael 

wanted the lesson to simulate how people and civic leaders respond to various natural 
disasters so that students understood the complex problems created by natural disasters. He 
seemed particularly interested in perspective taking in that he wanted students to see that 
people respond to natural disasters based on their role within society. The lesson began with a 
creative attempt at hooking the students’ interest. Michael received a phone call to the 
classroom and was directed to turn on the news. He then played a homemade video clip of 
himself in which he posed as a reporter caught in a hurricane. The video ended with him posing 
a problem - how should people respond to hurricanes. Following the video, however, Michael 
immediately transitioned his students into groups based on an assigned role: school officials, 
townspeople, government, or flood expert. The abrupt transition to the group task and the fact 
that the teacher did not connect students to a central purpose for the activity resulted in 
students having difficulties getting started. Michael subsequently used three additional 
homemade video clips to frame students’ examinations of three additional natural disasters 
(flood, tornado, volcanic eruption). For each disaster, student groups completed a scaffold from 
their assigned perspective, but the scaffold focused primarily on gathering discreet facts. 
Following each disaster simulation, the groups presented their findings to the teacher during a 
small group oral presentation near the teacher’s desk, but to these groups Michael 
communicated that students would be assessed based on whether they stood up straight, 
spoke clearly, and communicated ideas clearly (as opposed to their ability to marshal 
geography content accurately). At no time, for instance, did Michael push students to consider 
what geographers might say about national disasters. For the last disaster, a volcanic eruption, 
the group’s planned responses lacked grounding in disciplinary knowledge and instead just 
repeated the mantra that citizens should avoid low lying areas. On the whole, Michael’s 
comparison lesson was filled with potential for an active, inquiry-oriented investigation, but the 
absence of a clear central purpose limited its power. Students failed to connect their 
perspective-based knowledge to a central idea or even to a Mississippi geographic context. 
Disciplinary knowledge was also thinly examined. Yet, for a novice teacher in particular, 
Michael’s lesson was student-centered and intended to encourage students’ construction of 
knowledge.  In addition, Michael added nuance to students’ examination of natural disasters by 
having them examine responses from multiple perspectives. 
 
Transitional Teachers 

Madeline. Madeline, a National Geographic Certified Educator, was the second most 
experienced teacher on the lesson study team. Administrators and colleagues at her school 
praised Madeline for her professionalism, expert classroom management skills, and her high 
expectations for student learning. She taught 8th grade World Geography and had been doing 
so for many years. She was an avid traveler, consistent presenter at state conferences, and 
regularly attended professional development activities each summer. During the planning 
phase of lesson study, Madeline was, at times, cautious and reserved, and, at other times, vocal 
and assertive. She was not afraid to question an idea if she felt it would not work in her own 
classroom. Madeline, along with some help from Michael, was most responsible for helping the 



 
 
CHALLENGES OF DOING LESSON STUDY IN GEOGRAPHY                                                                    19 

 

design team narrow its focus from globalization to global trade. The dialogue below captures 
Madeline’s important influence on the team.  

 
Madeline: “What about like with global trade and how it came about—you know, what 
makes global trade effective?  What cooperation techniques are used? Why is Canada 
our best trading neighbor? Geography, of course. They’re [Canada] right next to us, but I 
do a lot of group work in my class, and we talk a lot about cooperative learning, and 
what makes a good team. But what makes an effective trade partner?”  
First Author: Ok, so it’s almost like a rationale for making that choice— 
Madeline [cutting first author off]: Right, and like why is it working? Why does it 
continue to work? Or maybe stop working. 
 

Madeline was also a strong proponent of challenging students. She argued, for instance, that 
the design team should have students wrestle with authentic problems that are not easily 
solved. When reviewing the team’s goals for the research lesson, Madeline expressed her worry 
that today’s generation needed practice with what she called “far-reaching” decisions.  
 

Madeline: I don’t know how to connect this with globalization, but my students really 
struggle with those far-reaching decisions. You know, teenagers live for today, and 
tomorrow is a long way away already. I guess those far-reaching decisions and how they 
impact those—and I don’t know if they so much struggle or if they’re just not concerned 
at this age. 

 
During the research lesson implementation, Madeline began by not only reviewing the 

central question with students but by explaining how understanding the benefits and 
drawbacks of global trade would help students answer it. Later in the lesson, Madeline was also 
the only teacher to carve out enough time to use a team-designed “Benefits and Drawbacks” 
scaffold to help students synthesize their findings from the research lesson prior to completing 
the sticky note formative assessment. The scaffold was an addition the team made following 
the first implementation after watching students struggle to provide evidence for their decision 
on the sticky note formative assessment of the central question. Combined with her efforts to 
review the prior lesson and her reminder to students of the performance assessment, Madeline 
seemed to understand that the research lesson did not stand on its own but existed as part of a 
larger unit designed to help students decide a policy question about global trade. Of all the 
teachers, Madeline proved most able to manage the time required to complete the lesson and 
scaffold student learning. Even Madeline, however, did not explain the purpose of the response 
group strategy and how it would prepare students to answer the central question, nor did she 
use the strategy fully. Class wide discussion should have followed each group’s presentation of 
their favored policy option. However, little to no whole class discussion occurred. Instead, 
seemingly pressed for time, Madeline corrected misconceptions when present and questioned 
the individual groups when needed. While she did push students for evidence of their favored 
policy option, she did so in a cursory fashion. If students offered plausible evidence, she moved 
on without contrasting that evidence against the evidence offered by other groups or evidence 
brought up in other case studies. At times, she seemed intent on helping students see what she 
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believed were the correct answers as opposed to hearing their reasoning for those answers. 
Yet, Madeline did strategically and spontaneously scaffold student groups as they prepared to 
voice their policy decision. She structured each group expertly by providing group norms for 
behavior and by reminding students of their roles. She used a timer throughout the lesson to 
push students forward. Madeline also worked the room during the group work without resting. 
She probed students in ways that resulted in higher order thinking even while keeping a close 
eye on the clock. The students’ understanding of the options and their ability to take a 
defensible position on the case study were improved by Madeline’s efforts. Students were able 
to use economic geography terms accurately even though some ideas, including the notion of 
raising quotas, had been very difficult for them to grasp.   

Madeline’s comparison lesson was a complex task that combined geographic 
background knowledge with historical sources. After a brief bell work activity, Madeline 
introduced the lesson topic - the Korean War. She provided a brief lecture on the Korean War 
that included multiple maps showing territorial gains and losses experienced by both sides 
during the war. She then invited students to explore a series of modern-day secondary sources 
in order to decide the following central question: Who started the Korean War? She told 
students that the secondary sources, taken from contemporary North Korean, South Korean, 
and American high school textbooks, contained bias that would need to be identified. She 
helped students understand the meaning of bias and helped students recall emotive words that 
might help them identify it. Students were then given an expertly-crafted scaffold to guide their 
inquiry. They were asked to find evidence for who started the war, to consider the 
trustworthiness of the documents, to identify differences in the evidence offered, and, 
ultimately, to grasp the big idea that a nation’s past shapes its present. Madeline’s purpose 
seemed to be civic in nature. She wanted students to develop a healthy skepticism of all 
sources and to evaluate them on their own merits. Although the lesson called for students to 
identify bias, to weigh competing claims, and to decide trustworthiness, Madeline did not 
consistently push students to question their initial conclusions. Oftentimes, for example, 
students appeared to give more weight to sources that were longer or sources that provided 
more detail, but students rarely questioned the author’s bias, or corroborated the documents 
against one another. Additionally, even though Madeline asked students to work together on 
the task, little substantive conversation was observed. Instead, students either completed the 
task individually or divided the work in two to make it more efficient. Moreover, while 
Madeline’s larger goals for the lesson seemed to be citizenship-oriented, but she did not 
publicly make such a case. In other words, she did not overtly explain to students that 
identifying bias, weighing competing perspectives, and interrogating evidence were important 
citizenship skills. These outcomes were only implied. In addition, she did not explain how 
students would use the knowledge and skills learned within the lesson either during a unit 
performance assessment or in situations beyond school.  
 
Summary 

While we cannot describe any of our teachers as Integrated following the first full year 
of lesson study implementation, evidence from lesson study planning and implementations 
suggested that participants understood the basics of the PBGI planning process. In their 
implementations of the research lesson, they were often mechanical.  Comparison tasks 
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showed that teachers were willing to engage students in challenging tasks, but they tended to 
miss opportunities for higher order thinking or opportunities to more fully integrate disciplinary 
thinking. Following one full year of implementation, lesson study appears to have mitigated 
pedagogical risk for some teachers, encouraged teachers to demand more evidenced-based 
thinking from their students, and encouraged teacher dialogue that pushed teachers to 
consider, and in some cases, improve their pedagogical practice. Collaboratively and under the 
guidance of project researchers, the teachers were able to design instruction consistent with 
PBGI design principles. However, findings suggest opportunities for improvement. The four 
teachers needed additional support with the economic geography content necessary to lead 
the research lesson well. At times, the teachers, and indeed the researchers, struggled to 
clearly articulate how nations use various policy options to shape global trade. We believe 
teachers need supports that will accelerate flexible implementation of problem-based 
instructional strategies. As a project, we must also do more to help teachers reflect on how 
they might balance the need for efficiency with students’ need for time to think.  
 

Discussion 
 Drawing from data presented in this paper and from our prior experience with lesson 
study, we turn now to questions about scaffolded lesson study itself. While we have used 
lesson study in our research for the past decade and have observed considerable positive 
impacts, we have also consistently questioned whether the significant effort required is worth 
it and whether there might be approaches that bring faster change. We wrestle with questions 
like those that follow: Are we succeeding in changing geography teachers’ pedagogical 
practices? What are the promises of scaffolded lesson study in geography? What barriers exist 
to using lesson study to bring about teacher change? In reviewing our prior lesson study 
experience with history teachers and our more recent lesson study experience with geography 
teachers, we have identified multiple constraints for which we do not readily have answers. We 
believe these constraints must be examined in additional research for the field to fully benefit 
from lesson study.  
 
Cultural Constraints 

Getting started doing lesson study with middle school geography teachers proved more 
challenging than our past efforts with middle and high school history teachers. Many schools 
have one geography teacher, so recruitment for a lesson study team required that we pull from 
a wide geographic region as opposed to a single school. With a wider geographic range, we 
were forced to work around multiple school district calendars, competing bell schedules, 
differing social studies foci within even the same grade levels, and wide variance in the 
emphasis given by school-level administrators to social studies instruction. Once we had a team 
of teachers in place, sustaining lesson study with geography teachers proved equally 
challenging. At both of our project sites, staffing decisions at local schools impacted our lesson 
study team. At the Mississippi site considered in this paper, two of the project teachers were 
reassigned grade levels, subjects, or schools at the conclusion of Year 1. Because the fruits of 
lesson study often come after several years of work together, these staffing changes impacted 
the lesson study team’s ability to draw from emerging expertise. These changes also likely 
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impacted the motivation of all project teachers to continue in the project, knowing that they 
might have to compensate for team members who changed positions.  

The degree of support offered by school-level administrators also constrained the 
positive possibilities offered by lesson study professional development. As researchers, we 
expended significant physical energy and limited resources to lay the groundwork necessary for 
cultivating an engaging lesson study experience for project teachers across our two sites. We 
experienced varying degrees of success getting school administrators to buy into lesson study 
and its benefits. These difficulties are likely due to a combination of factors. We are outside 
experts seeking to work collaboratively with teachers to develop knowledge for one particular 
model of social studies teaching we believe is supported by decades of research. However, 
administrators may not share that same vision and may, therefore, passively resist what could 
be seen as an intrusion into school-level goals that already exist. The limited buy-in we did 
receive from administrators might also be explained more simply. We lacked strong 
relationships with administrators, which take significant time and energy to develop. Two 
anecdotes illustrate our point. Following one visit to observe a research lesson implementation, 
the first author stopped, and hand wrote a thank you note to the principal, a graduate from the 
first author’s university. Along with this note, the first author left a book about college football 
and an umbrella from the first author’s college. From that visit forward, the principal made a 
point to greet the first author, to thank him for his work with the teachers, and to inquire about 
how the project was going. In contrast, the second author wrote a project summary for the 
pilot phase of the project in the hopes of retaining the teacher who worked with the project 
during the pilot phase and in the hopes of garnering the principal’s assistance in recruiting 
additional teachers to the project. Just as the second author was gaining some traction with the 
administrator, the pilot phase teacher left the project when she chose to become a school 
counselor and the principal was relieved of his duties. These anecdotes suggest a simple truth: 
Administrators and teachers are busy people, with their own career goals and lives beyond 
school, and one must have credibility and a relationship to engage in the work lesson study 
requires.  

Beyond the individual interest of project teachers and their administrators, larger 
cultural factors also influenced our success with lesson study professional development. In 
Mississippi, social studies is not tested at the middle school level. In Alabama, near the 
conclusion of the project, the legislature enacted a law requiring seniors to pass a high-stakes 
civics standardized test to graduate. As this law was being discussed and implemented, the 
second author noticed increased interest by one local administrator in receiving professional 
development for his teachers. Similar pressures were not present in Mississippi. While we do 
not endorse high-stakes tests of lower-order knowledge like the one enacted in Alabama, the 
conversation with the administrator caused us to speculate as to whether the pressure of high-
stakes testing is necessary to secure district and administrator interest and support for lesson 
study. A commitment from district and school-level administrators to project goals or a closer 
collaborative partnership between project researchers and the school sites may be necessary to 
see significant change in teachers’ pedagogical practices. We saw the potential for such a 
partnership with one school district near the Alabama research site. The school district offered 
supplemental pay to one of its teachers in the project and actively worked to recruit additional 
teachers to the project. However, the support offered by the school district did not always 



 
 
CHALLENGES OF DOING LESSON STUDY IN GEOGRAPHY                                                                    23 

 

translate to support from the school-level administrators, who seemed more concerned with 
the day-to-day management of their schools and less with the pedagogical practices of their 
teachers.  

 
Cognitive Constraints 

Our experiences with geography teachers suggests a profound gap between the 
teachers’ ability to design problem-based geographic inquiry (PBGI) with a design team, which 
they do consistently and well, and their ability to enact lesson implementations that fully reflect 
the intended design. The scaffolds we employ to help teachers design PBGI clearly result in 
curriculum that is in line with the model. However, misconceptions about how the designed 
materials should be employed and scaffolded persist. In Year 1, both teams of teachers 
designed curriculum tied to globalization. Both design teams constructed problem-based 
curricula that adhered to the model and the individual research lessons pursued similar student 
learning outcomes. Yet, at both sites, the teachers missed opportunities to deepen student 
learning simply because they did not fully implement the designed lesson. Our experience 
suggests that missed opportunities are common in Year 1 of lesson study. The teachers who 
demonstrate the most substantial growth during a multiyear lesson study project close the gap 
between the design and the implementation, but we anticipate, based on our previous 
experience, that some teachers are unlikely to close the gap. The persistence of this gap 
between design and implementation causes us to question what we can do to better support 
teachers as they work to implement the designed lessons. For example, while teachers at both 
of our research sites did occasionally meet electronically to discuss each site’s progress during 
the planning phase of lesson study, implementation debriefings remained site-specific. We may 
have missed an important opportunity to discuss implementation outcomes in ways that 
revealed the model more fully. There may have been built in interest for conducting such a 
project-wide debriefing. One teacher at the Alabama site, for example, wondered how the 
Mississippi teachers’ implementations went. We may have missed a chance to help the 
teachers catch a vision for implementing problem-based geographic inquiry by more closely 
intertwining the implementation and debriefing process across the two sites. The teachers 
seemed naturally curious about what the other site was doing, but we faced immense logistical 
difficulties managing our respective sites, much less trying to intertwine both sites for 
implementation and debriefing purposes.   

An additional cognitive constraint rests on the reality that problem-based inquiry of any 
kind requires deep, scholarly content knowledge. This content knowledge is most easily 
developed during lesson study planning sessions, whether from content experts or, more 
authentically, from conducting research in preparation for designing instruction. However, 
teachers who are new to lesson study do not yet fully understand the content demands of 
problem-based inquiry or how they will use the knowledge they develop during the planning 
and implementation phases of lesson study. Such holistic understanding of the lesson study 
process begins to develop in Year 3 of a project at the same time that teachers begin to 
demonstrate significant positive change in their content knowledge and pedagogical content 
knowledge. In the U.S. context, however, lesson study projects are often drawing to a close at 
the end of Year 3. As a result, projects that extend beyond three years may be necessary to fully 
grapple with whether lesson study, in a U.S. context, is worth the effort. Long-term lesson study 
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projects will require substantially more commitment from all stakeholders. In the U.S. context, 
we wonder whether such commitments are possible or sustainable.  

 
Methodological and Ethical Challenges 

Confronting complexity in data analysis. Methodologically, scaffolded lesson study 
presents unique challenges. Heeding the suggestion of Fernandez (2005), the project 
researcher typically acts as an expert teacher and helps facilitate and guide teacher thinking 
during lesson study, particularly in the early years of the project. Our version of lesson study is 
fully collaborative and synergistic, but the researcher’s influence on the designed curriculum is 
unmistakable and partly explains why our version of lesson study results in curriculum that 
adheres to the model. When examining the research data, particularly from the planning phase 
of lesson study during Year 1, it can be challenging to parse what the researchers contribute 
versus what the teachers contribute and learn. In traditional Japanese lesson study, even when 
content experts or pedagogical experts serve in a leadership capacity, the problems of practice 
examined are dictated by the teachers. These experts serve in an advisory capacity and seek to 
support the efforts of lesson study teams by facilitating connections across lesson study teams 
and helping the teachers to locate relevant research (Fernandez, 2002). These experts’ efforts 
contribute to ongoing national educational priorities in Japan and Japanese teachers have 
already built the capacity to sustain it. In our scaffolded model of lesson study, we begin to take 
on a more limited role around Year 3. Our data collection efforts, particularly in the early years 
of starting a project, are complicated by the more heavy-handed approach we take as we build 
teachers’ capacity to do lesson study and learn the basics of our pedagogical model. We see our 
scaffolded version of lesson study as a hybrid between the traditional Japanese approach and 
design-based research (Collins et al., 2004) where the researchers can assume greater control. 
Because of this hybrid approach, we also recognize that the best-case comparison lesson 
observations built into our research design are significant as they help us determine the extent 
to which the teachers transfer learning from lesson study to instruction outside of lesson study. 
We see wide variances in the quality of these comparison lessons, however. In our instructions 
to teachers regarding the best-case comparison lesson observations, we direct them to invite us 
to observe a lesson that challenges their students to do rigorous, intellectual work. In spite of 
those instructions, we are often invited to observe a lesson that clearly does not challenge 
students. It could be, therefore, that we must alter how we talk about the comparison 
observations and their purpose. Perhaps with these observations we should inform teachers 
that we are interested in seeing them apply the problem-based principles they have learned via 
lesson study to the design and implementation of an original lesson that challenges their 
students to do critical, disciplinary thinking.        
 Confronting ethical concerns. As researchers and participants in the lesson study 
process, we walk a fine line in trying to facilitate the design process and collect data that might 
reflect teacher growth in areas related to the PBGI model. A great deal of effort is initially spent 
in trying to establish rapport with teachers and encourage them to take ownership of the 
lesson design process. We emphasize that the focus of lesson study is on improving the lesson 
rather than critiquing the individual performance of teachers. Despite our best efforts, teachers 
still ask for pedagogical feedback from us after lesson implementations. This presents a 
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dilemma because if we directly provide a critique and feedback, we have undermined our 
attempt to minimize the power differential and encourage a collaborative effort focused on the 
lesson. The same problem presents itself if we become more transparent in voicing our desire 
to measure changes in participants’ thinking and teaching by changing our protocol in the 
manner suggested above to directly ask for a comparison lesson that reflects application of the 
PBGI principles. When we provide pedagogical feedback after a research lesson implementation 
or have a conference with a teacher about a comparison lesson and its alignment with PBGI, we 
have the potential to quickly and directly intervene to support teachers in mastering aspects of 
our model. However, this interferes with the spirit of lesson study and it has the potential to 
further complicate our data collection and analysis efforts since the comparison lessons may 
become more “staged” and thus artificial in terms of the teacher’s actual practice. These ethical 
and methodological concerns have been perennial issues during our lesson study project and 
we do not have easy answers. 
 Confronting the lengthy time horizon for meaningful results.  As noted previously, it 
often takes project researchers three years to build the teachers’ capacity for lesson study. One 
tool for expanding this capacity and for encouraging teachers to take on a research stance 
towards their pedagogy are the written research reports that Japanese lesson study teachers 
author at the conclusion of lesson study cycles for dissemination to colleagues across the 
country. These reports consolidate teacher learning about the problem of practice and are 
crafted such that insights into student misconceptions, student learning, and teacher thinking 
are made clear.  The written report by the participants is a key missing component in many U.S. 
lesson study contexts and in our own. We wonder how we might better encourage summative 
thinking in this manner? Methodologically, we also wonder what researchers could learn from 
summative reports written by the teachers.  Perhaps one approach is suggested by Dudley 
(2012) when quoting a teacher engaged in a lesson study initiative in England.  
 

C Project Teacher: “Well I think the main thing is disseminating the information in a way 
that’s going to capture people’s interest. Because the typical sort of teacher is extremely 
busy; they want to see that what you’re putting forward is going to be of use to them 
and so little snippets, with a video is really helpful for that and what we’ve done with all 
our research lessons is, we’ve always had a video in the lesson going on.”  
 

Unlike our previous Teaching American History-funded efforts with history teachers as part of 
the Plowing Freedom’s Ground Project (PFG), we did not invite our project teachers to examine 
and process the lesson study video such that it was translated for a broader audience. Our 
decision not to do so largely resulted from resources. Unlike the PFG Project, which included 
three veteran teacher educators, three veteran historians, two full-time doctoral students, and 
a number of teacher consultants, our project was far less resourced. As a result, any video 
editing and preparation for choosing how to disseminate findings would have fallen to the 
project researchers, who as junior faculty, were already stretched thin. Yet, we understand the 
significance of helping teachers adopt a research stance like the stance held by Japanese 
teachers consistently engaged in lesson study. Japanese teachers seem more accustomed to 
collaboration and experience less innovation fatigue when compared to American teachers who 
must respond to local, state, and federal dictates on education. If such innovation fatigue 
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continues, it seems logical that U.S. teachers would be less receptive to innovations like lesson 
study.  
 As we think about the long time horizons associated with lesson study, we may have to 
consider more dramatic changes to our approach. We wonder, for instance, if beginning with a 
curriculum design effort to create exemplars for use in professional development might be a 
more profitable approach. We might, for example, hire teachers to act as curriculum 
consultants, thereby eliminating the pretense of it being a joint design endeavour. We could 
design curriculum directly in line with our model and field test it to develop a professional 
development suite of online and print resources. This would be design-based research without 
the lesson study component. We could then offer focused seminars and online professional 
development with teachers to enable them to experience and learn from the curriculum 
exemplars. The teachers that engage in this professional development could then volunteer for 
a research study that might initially have them teach existing lessons from the exemplars, with 
targeted feedback, so they can improve their ability to enact select instructional strategies and 
reflect on their effectiveness within the context of the problem-based geographic inquiry 
model. We could more readily measure short term changes in the ability of teachers to 
implement powerful learning strategies from a baseline point to the end of a year. After 
building this capacity, we could then engage teachers in the full lesson study process where 
they create their own PBGI lesson situated within a unit and research its effectiveness with 
their own learners.  

Conclusion 
              As participants and researchers, we have been closely involved in a series of lesson 
study projects with the same basic objective: to build the capacity of teachers to design and 
implement problem-based inquiry instruction (Saye & Brush, 2004). Our most recent efforts in 
geography education to engage teachers in lesson study have been rewarding, but not as 
impactful as our earlier experiences with history teachers for a variety of possible reasons. As 
we reflect on findings from the first full year of implementation of The Bridging Divides Project 
in Mississippi and North Alabama, we continue to view lesson study as a viable and effective 
means of supporting teachers in making meaningful changes to their teaching. The benefits of 
lesson study in Year 1 of our project were often subtle and superficial in terms of our broader 
project goals. The teachers featured in this paper mostly remained Traditional, with one 
teacher transitioning to minimal use of key aspects of our model. The traditional teachers 
showed flashes of potential, often during the planning stages of the lesson study process. 
Several factors likely contributed to these findings. Social studies teachers tend to have a 
limited background in formal geography coursework and this was definitely the case in our 
study. The cognitive load was significant as we worked to overcome gaps in content knowledge. 
Most of the project teachers also had a minimal initial understanding of our particular inquiry 
model. It is also likely that we were less effective in our role as facilitators of lesson study since 
we were much more comfortable and experienced with curriculum development efforts in 
history.  

The less than adequate results from Year 1 lead us to ponder ways to accelerate the 
learning process for geography teachers to help them more fully integrate principles of 
constructivist teaching and learning. We are examining ways to help teachers achieve a 
stronger foundation with our model before jumping into lesson study. This will likely involve 
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production of more geography-oriented exemplars (video-cases, curricular materials) that can 
be used as educative tools in other professional development forums to increase interest and 
knowledge of PBGI. Production and dissemination of these exemplars might enable us to more 
effectively achieve administrative buy-in for lesson study and allow teachers to enter the 
experience on a higher plane resulting in more productive use of professional development 
time. 
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Appendix A: Design Principles 

Learning should be purposeful 
● Authentically situated in real-world situations 
● Engaging; worth knowing 
● Oriented around fundamental, ill-structured societal questions & values that call for 

decision and action 
● Deep, sustained focus on meaningful content 

 
Learning should be connected 

● Organized around big ideas; key concepts 
● Integrated into larger webs of meaning (expanding schema) 
● Links between past and present; cause & effect 
● Skills and dispositions are learned in the context of applying knowledge to authentic 

problems 
 

Learning should be an active, challenging process 
● Knowledge is socially constructed; a process of negotiating multiple truths 
● Understanding past or present social reality involves model-building 
● Bounded rationality limits individual ability to perceive complexity of social reality 
● Importance of dialogue, discourse, deliberation for model-building & critical reasoning 

○ Collective rationality 
■ Uniqueness of individual experiences and perspectives in discussion give 

broader insights not available to solo thinkers 
■ Defense of perspective/conclusions deepens understanding of issue and 

one’s own position 
 

Learning should be structured to encourage success 
● All individuals are capable of higher order thought if supported 
● Appeal to multiple ways of knowing & communicating 
● Scaffolded to support deep, rigorous thinking 
● Models provided for exemplary performance 
● Collaboration to use peers as resources for understanding 
● Sufficient time is allocated for serious thinking 
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