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INTRODUCTION

Learning is traditionally characterized as a process by which an individual internalizes some previously unknown information (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  Focusing on internalization leaves out attributes of the learner, the world, and relations among them.  This characterization sets up a stark contrast between inside and outside and assumes the individual as an autonomous unit of analysis and agency.

More recent developments in theories of learning characterize it as a process of increasing participation in communities of practice and uses the individual in concert with the world as the primary unit of analysis (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  This approach to learning focuses on the relationships among actors and their worlds; it does not marginalize environment in the way the internalization process characterization does.  Lave and Wenger’s theory emphasizes the interdependency of an agent and his/her world, activity, cognition, etc.

Socially focused theories like Lave and Wenger’s are gaining ground in current educational practices.  However, as they emphasize, community change takes time.  Its traditions, artifacts, actors, and practices constitute a community; communities are constructed and maintained through rehearsals of their practices.  As such, they are slow machines of change.  These social theories of learning and constructed communities relate to studies in cultural psychology in a number of ways.

Cultural psychology recognizes that cultures are created and maintained by their practices, artifacts, actors, and practices as well.  Individuals go through a process of enculturation from birth, and they recreate their cultures throughout their participation in them.  Through enculturation, an individual internalizes aspects of his/her culture and is unable to escape them (Renteln, 1993). What these common themes allow us to explore is how cultural psychology might explain why socially focused theories of learning have difficulty in American school systems.  As Geertz does, we can characterize culture as both persuasive and interpretive (Geertz, 1995); the theories of learning on which this paper draws are also both interpretive and persuasive.  Culture and education, as discussed in this paper, are both playing fields for the phenomena of life and learning and they are factors that influence an individual’s behavior and performance.

The interaction of culture and education is an interesting area for exploration.  Recent student have exposed a large performance gap in mathematics education between independent and interdependent cultures.  Japan, an interdependent culture, placed third, and America placed 28th in a recent study (Statistics, 2001). While Japanese and American cultures differ from one another and from other cultures in many ways, they serve as good examples for an exploration of how culture may influence educational performance.  America’s independent, individual-focused culture in part explains why America under-performs compared to Japan.  This paper explains some social theories of learning and compares Japanese and American grammars, philosophical traditions, and education systems.  Its central clam is that interdependent focus in education may be responsible for Japan’s superior performance.

COMPARING INDEPENDENT AND INTERDEPENDENT CULTURES

Research in cultural psychology has identified at least two distinct perspectives on the self: independent and interdependent.  It is possible that individuals’ concepts of self include elements of both perspectives that bring one or another to the forefront in any situation. Cultures that emphasize an independent concept of self see the self as fundamentally distinct from others and as defined in terms of internal features such as attributes, abilities, and attitudes (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Cultures that emphasize an interdependent perspective of the self see the self as fundamentally connected to others, and as defined in terms of relationships, group memberships, and social roles (Haberstroh, Oyserman, Schwarz, Kuhnen, & Ji, 2002).
Evidence of America’s independent culture lies in its language, its Greek tradition, and its focus on individuals.  English is the dominant language in American culture.  Genter and Boroditsky studied and described comparisons in the acquisition and structure of English, Japanese and Yucatec Maya. English gives more individuation to objects than do the other languages (Gentner & Boroditsky, 2001).  The grammatical structure of English is such that concrete objects are preindividualized; even in our language we focus on individual entities and attributes like shape.  In English, concrete objects are individualized; Yucatec Maya and Japanese grant individuation only to animate objects. Unlike English, Japanese grammar does not naturally grant objects individualization. Gentner and Boroditsky suggest that grammar can hint at to what language users are willing to grant natural individuality.  

Interdependent cultures, on the other hand, often attribute a person’s successes, failures, and behavior to situational influences.  These cultures recognize relationships among people and between people and environments as central to causation. While individuals can still be agents, they are not solely responsible for their situations.  Environment plays a crucial role in determining what people are able to do, to learn, and how they can behave. Distinct environments call for distinct behavior and understanding of one’s place in the community involved.  Japanese even has multiple words for self based on different contexts (Nisbett, 2003).  I suggest that a culture whose language is individual-focused or at least more willing to grant individuality to objects is more focused on distinct entities than on relationships among them.  Language is just one aspect common to cultures grouped together.  

Philosophical tradition is another aspect of cultures along which they can be grouped and compared.  American culture shares a Greek tradition with other Western cultures.  The Greeks thought of objects and things as members of categories; Socrates, especially, was concerned with finding the essence of a thing that can be described in terms of its attributes.  Socrates and the Greeks grouped objects according to rules based on a thing’s internal or personal attributes.  Americans, as descendents of this tradition, are also likely to use rule-based categorization schemes.  Nisbett claims Americans are more interested in decontextualizing words and objects than are their Eastern counterparts.  He describes studies that found Americans were more likely to use rule-based categorizations of objects and that East Asians even had trouble learning these rule-based schemes (Nisbett, 2003). The thing-ness or self of an object or individual is defined by its internal or personal attributes; a thing remains a thing regardless of its environment. American culture gives agency to individuals based on their independence.  America assumes individuals have control over their behavior, surroundings, and success; the American dream is for an individual to use his internal attributes to rise above his situation.

Cultures that grew from non-Greek traditions are not as likely to use rule-based categorization schemes.  Buddhist tradition, for example, emphasizes relationships among entities; the Third Noble Truth even encourages followers to release their selfish cravings so they may help others.  This emphasis on others contrasts with the Greek goal of self-actualization.  Socrates’ goal was for individuals to truly know themselves.  While the two traditions both espouse harmony and a common good, their paths to that good are quite distinct.  Buddhism, one influence on Japanese tradition, focuses on others and de-emphasizes the self while the Socratic approach, an example of Western tradition, encourages self-knowledge.  The Greek tradition informs education practice as well.  Plato and Aristotle differed on their approaches to education, but they focused on mathematical reasoning and empirical investigation.  In neither of those approaches is environment or situation especially important.  In fact, the philosophers were more interested in the ideal reasoning and investigation involved rather than in exploring all the variables at play. The Buddhist approach to teaching may make similar claims about context-free education, but for our purposes it is enough to note that the Greeks thought education was about the mind and not the environment.

The special position given to individuals in language and cultural tradition extends to understandings of agency in current cultures.  Like people in other independent cultures, Americans often commit the fundamental attribution error and underestimate the influence of situational influences on behavior.  When considering others, Americans focus on social comparison rather than affordances and impacts on agency (Markus & Kitayama, 1991).  Interdependent cultures are more likely to consider situational variables that may affect an individual’s behavior.  In education, the independent culture’s focus manifests in measures such as grade curves, percentile reporting, and class rank.  

COMPARING EDUCATION SYSTEMS

Japanese students attend more days per year and days per week of school than do American students (200 vs. 180; 5.5 vs. 5) (Reischauer, 1998).  Japanese schools have no ability grouping and virtually no individualized instruction (Becker, Silver, Kantowski, Travers, & Wilson, 1990).  Japan graduates more of its students from high school and sends more of them on to higher education.  Japan’s mathematics curriculum, in particular, is more demanding and focused than most curricula in the U.S. (Statistics, 2001).  Japan placed 3rd and the U.S. 28th in mathematics in the same report.  Both Japanese and American students must prepare for and pass multiple examinations, especially now that American schools must produce results in accordance with mandates set forth by No Child Left Behind legislation.  Becker, et al. found no drastic differences in the classroom behavior of Japanese and American students (Becker et al., 1990). Japanese teachers more often attend to the entire classroom; American teachers tend to use individualized instruction. When Japanese teachers reduce variation among students in a class, students yield higher achievement (Schaub & Baker, 1991).

The above list is not a complete enumeration of differences between the Japanese and American school systems, but it highlights many of the most salient features.  The most dichotomous differences between Japanese and American teachers are the number of topics they teach per year and how they focus their attention in the classroom – on the whole class or on individual students.  This second difference, attention, mimics many of the differences in construal of self between the two country’s cultures. Japan’s interdependent culture attends more often to the whole of a society or community while America’s independent culture attends almost solely to the individual. The next section describes theories of learning that explain the success of Japanese students as a product of their teachers’ attention to the class as a whole and American students’ lack of success as a product of too much individual focus.  The claim is not that Japanese teachers adhere to these theories but rather that socially focused theories and practice account for the disparities between Japanese and American students’ performances.

SOCIAL LEARNING AND INTERDEPENDENCE

A focus on collective situation manifests in an approach to learning that requires attention to environment; interdependent cultures, also called collectivist, believe useful knowledge is acquired in the environment where it applies (Mariano, Welteroth, & Johnson, 1999).  This approach to knowledge building requires attention to both fundamental information and situational information.  Successful education in this tradition means students know when knowledge applies, when to pay attention to the environment, and understand situational cues that tell them what knowledge applies where. Environment-focused education may lead to increased success at transference; by paying attention to environment, students may be better able to find common elements of situation that tell them what knowledge applies. 

Social learning theory agrees with interdependent cultures and says human behavior is determined by both cognitive factors and environmental influences; U.S. education often leaves out environmental influences (Bandura, 1971).  John Dewey advocated one example of a social learning theory that was tested before Bandura’s theories were articulated.  Dewey’s insistence that education is moral and social training did not spread through America’s education system.  He believed the purpose of school was to prepare individuals for their roles in society (Dewey, 1998b).  However, Dewey’s approach to education, while popular in Chicago in the early 20th century, eventually failed to catch on; he wanted students to learn by doing, learn together, but American schools removed facts from their place in experience and rearranged them with reference to general principles (Dewey, 1998a).  

More recently, educational theorists have echoed Dewey’s complaints that schools do not resemble the situations in which knowledge must actually be used.  More recent theories of learning have claimed that learning is situated in social relationships; participation in a community of practice is the most effective way to learn, where one is able to observe and imitate experts and their environments (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  Lave and Wenger studied such diverse learning environments as Yucatec midwives, non-drinking alcoholics in AA, and Vai tailors.  They found that training was most effective when newcomers were gradually socialized into the community; beginners started by observing and then by participating in stages until eventually they were imitating experts.  These social theories of learning require collaboration for learning to be successful; no individual can learn what s/he needs without working with others or consulting others.  For these theorists, learning is also dependent on one’s environment.

Research has show that children actually do learn better when they work with others to develop knowledge together (Teasley, 1995).  Teasley tested dyads and individuals in a study of talk in constructing a solution to a complex problem. Students in dyads out performed individuals, and dyads that worked together outperformed every other condition. Students were most successful when they each contributed hypotheses and tests of their developing solutions.  Cooperative conversation, rather than individual comments, was most successful in helping students construct solutions.

Yokota-Adachi and Geva describe one example of where independent and interdependent cultures clash in the classroom.  They studied Japanese immigrant parents’ and their children’s native Canadian teachers’ responses to student behavior and performance.  They found that Japanese parents wanted their children to learn fundamental knowledge rather than have teachers focus on the uniqueness of each student (Yokota-Adachi & Geva, 1999).  Japanese parents were more interested in whether their children were improving along with the class not in how their children stood out from others.  The parents described differences between the systematic design of Japanese schools and the individual-focused schools in Canada; in Japan, all students learn the same curriculum, and in Canada the curricula are adjusted for each student’s individual strengths and interests.  U.S. schools follow similar, yet more individualized, approaches to classroom education.  The U.S. education system is still controlled at the community level; individual schools must act in accord with state and national mandates, but they construct curriculum based on the needs of their students and community.  This individualization of schooling may be part of the reason U.S. students do not perform as well as students from interdependent cultures with systematic schooling. 

Theories of learning that focus on its social nature face an uphill battle in independent cultures like America’s.  These theories emphasize the role of an individual in a social world and require that we pay attention to others and the environment in order to learn successfully.  Because America’s culture is so individual-focused, these theories are inconsistent with the dominant community in education here.  As Dewey’s work resurfaces, Lave and Wenger’s ideas of situated learning promulgate, and fields such as cultural psychology provide more complete pictures of the world in which education takes place, America’s school system may become more aware of the individual’s role in the social world.  If these theories are correct, this shift in focus from individual alone to individual in situation will improve American schools’ performance when compared with interdependent cultures.

CONCLUSIONS

This explanation of U.S. performance depends on the assumption that independent and interdependent cultures actually exist.  Independent and interdependent concepts of self may be confounded with other unknown variables in cultures.  Future research should examine what other variables inform concept of self and determine how individuals view their relationships to others.  Whether the U.S. is able to produce more outstanding students by focusing on individuals is also an open question.  It is possible that the U.S. produces more academic stars than interdependent cultures do and that the success of those individuals comes at the cost of lower average performance.  If the U.S. really wants to leave no child behind, we must examine how our culture of independence affects performance of students, especially in the face of research that demonstrates the success of social learning theories.
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

For more information on the Greek and Buddhist philosophical traditions discussed, see www.philosophypages.com and www.buddhanet.com.

