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A Program to Learn the Area “Language” in the Content of ECCE

Yasuto MURATA*1

1. Outline

In this article, I try to examine a program for college students to learn the area
“language” in the content of early childhood care and education (ECCE) in Japan?. In
the chapter on “Language,” one of the “five areas” determined by the “Course of Study
for Kindergarten” and “Early Childhood Care Guidelines” of Japan, which regulate the
basic modalities of childcare and education, one of the basic pillars of childcare
contents is listed as “[for children] to be familiar with picture books and stories, to
listen with interest, and to enjoy using their imagination.” It is significant for college
students of early childhood care and education who are aiming to be childcare
professional teachers to learn how children enjoy and experience picture books. This
study deals with the details and objectives, as well as the practice and significance of
one practical effort that is being made by these students. They are tackling practical
childcare learning through familiarity with picture books and stories. These “Reading
Picture Book Aloud Sessions,” are held at places where parents and children gather,
such as their colleges, churches, and kindergartens.

These sessions were planned and operated by seminar students and held
three to six times a year. In the program, the students incorporate not only reading
picture books aloud but also activities for children, such as play, participatory theater,
large-scale paper puppet shows, dance, and simple crafts, almost all of which are based
on picture books’ stories and motifs. These activities enable the students not only to

study picture books in depth but also to experience, through child-oriented activities, a
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practical re-learning of the knowledge acquired in lectures, deepening their power of
judgment and understanding of children, and to accumulate experience. In addition,
through conversations and joint activities with parents, they deepen their
understanding of child-rearing and experience a shared sense of the issues and joys of
raising children. Further, these sessions not only familiarize participating children
with picture books, but in the pre-kindergarten phase, provide them with a venue for
experiencing group activities for the first time through exchanges with other students.
Furthermore, for the parents, the sessions provide a venue for child-rearing
consultations, as well as a place to get to know each other, mutually communicate, and

become friends.

2. The background

The reading picture books aloud sessions started in 2009. The first objective was “for
both parents and children to enjoy picture books.” At the beginning, the sessions were
held in the church adjacent to the college and both the church and the Murata’s
seminar group of the college acted as the host. The Murata’s seminar group is
comprised of the second-year students in the department of Early Childhood Care and
Education and they theoretically and pragmatically learn about picture books as
children’s cultural property. The seminar group has been consistently pursuing the
theme of “picture books as a basis of rich humanity” for the past ten years. There were

three factors behind the college and church co-hosting the sessions.

(1) On the part of the church, there was major concern over the rapid decrease
in young members in their teens, twenties, and thirties.

(2) Nippon Sei Ko Kai (the Anglican Church in Japan) had originally
established the college, but there was hardly any collaboration between
the church and college. The church was originally built as the college’s
chapel, and it has three functions: on weekdays, the chapel for the college,
on Sundays, a church to conduct Sunday service, and it also serves as a

cathedral that manages the dioceses.
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(3) The Murata’s seminar group, which focuses on picture books as its theme,

was looking for a place where students’ research could be put into practice.

These three factors led to the establishment of the group. The opportunity
arose when the former chaplain of the college, who was concerned with the rapid
decrease in young church members and accelerated aging of members, requested
Murata’s seminar group to organize a picture book group through Ms. Ayumi
Nakagawa, a scholar of picture books. The sessions began with Ms. Nakagawa as the
coordinator, the Murata’s seminar group in charge of the program for the picture book
sessions for children, setting up the venue by arranging picture books, picture stories,
elements necessary for registration and plays, running of the session on the day, and
the church in charge of publicity, supervising the parking area, registration and
dealing with parents, and offering a tour of the church after the event. The sessions
were initially called “Ehon da, Ehon da” ’(It’s a Picture Book, It’s a Picture Book),
which was selected by the pastor in charge of the church from the options provided by
Nakagawa. The first picture book session was held in September 2009, less than two
months after the initial idea emerged.

The group had the following four aims in its early stages:

(1) For both parents and children to enjoy picture books.
Creating a space where parents and children of the community can come
and enjoy picture books as a means of giving back to the community with
the childcare and child-rearing resources of the church and college.

(2) To develop a joint venture between St Matthew’s Church and St Mary’s
College of Nagoya.
With Ms. Ayumi Nakagawa, a researcher of picture books and expert in
reading picture books to children, as the coordinator, the church and
college are to develop a joint venture by contributing to the community.

(3) To make the church a friendly place for the community.

As parents and children of the community come to the church, it serves as
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an entry into a relationship with the church that is open to the community.
(4) Continuity and development
To achieve the aforementioned aims, the church and college collaborate to
continue holding the picture book event. As the number of sessions
increases, while listening to various ideas and requests, the sustainable
direction of the event will be determined. By expanding the scope of its
activity, the group will develop the environment, build intimate
relationships with parents and children in the community, and strengthen

collaboration between the church and college.

With these aims, students engaged with the planning, running, and
implementation of the sessions with an understanding that it was their mission to
deepen pragmatic learning through demonstrating what they were learning about
nursery education at the college to parents and children.

However, co-hosting ceased as a number of issues, including the participants
from the church intervening heavily in program design citing their right to host the
event, ensued after the launch of the group, with mediation by the chief of the diocese
(the bishop) and the pastor in charge of the church as well as former and current

chaplains. The running of the project was changed for the college to deliver the event
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in the chapel to prevent excessive intervention
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by the church. After this change, the church LR R

members continued to help manage the
parking space on the day and display posters
up to 2015. In 2012, Ms. Nakagawa stepped

down as the coordinator, and Murata’s
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seminar group was in charge of all work from
planning, publicity/communication, preparing
the venue, and running the event on the day.

Afterwards, as church members’ aging

accelerated, the partnership with the church

was dissolved, and since 2015, the event has

been held in the “Kids’ Room,” which was

Picture 2. Grand plan for the second session
newly added to the College_ of “Ehon da, Ehon da” in 2009, p3

3. Details of the sessions and main features
The major features of this activity can be found in its development; it began as a joint
venture between the college and church to deliver programs for children and childcare
support. It developed into a project for children and parents to contribute to the
community delivered by the college, the de facto host of the event, separate from the
church.

The oldest record that has survived is material on the second “Ehon da, Ehon
da” session in the first year (2009), which states the aims of the activity as follows: (1)
To learn to enjoy picture books while using basic picture books. (2) To learn about the
meanings of Christmas in Christianity (to rejoice at the birth of the Savior, Jesus
Christ) and Christmas at home (to rejoice and be grateful that the family is together in
winter) through picture books about Christmas. (3) To enjoy picture books, plays, songs,
and physical expressions related to Christmas. (4) For parents to learn about basic
picture books and those on Christmas that are suitable for reading with their children

at home, for the parents to discuss reading picture books to children at home, and on
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what perspective/criteria picture books should be chosen by staff.

As seen in the initial objectives and aims, the group’s major objectives at the
start were as follows: To serve parents and children, to serve as a place for learning for
students, to serve as a place where children encounter picture books and children’s
culture centered on picture books, and to facilitate deeper collaboration between the
church and college through contribution to the community by starting and developing
a joint venture. Ms. Nakagawa was invited to serve as the coordinator, the key person,
to maintain this collaboration.

In the following year, the “Ehon da, Ehon da” event was renamed “Grumpa

»

Ehon no Tsudoi” (Grumpa Picture Books Gathering), and it was held three to six
times a year. “Grumpa” was taken from a popular, long-selling picture book, Grumpa’s
Kindergarten (Nishiuchi and Horiuchi, 1965/1966), with consent from the author, Ms.
Minami Nishiuchi.

Meanwhile, the activity started to drift away from church members while still
using the church as its venue. The major factor behind this was that the number of
college students studying nursery education skills, knowledge, and practice far
exceeded the capacity of church members. The students’ desire to learn, the ability to
communicate with children demonstrated in the place of practice where they
interacted with children and parents and the ability to deliver plays, play the piano,
stage paper puppet theaters, reading picture books to children, a high degree of
concentration, and a high level of awareness were outstanding.

Parents in the community were keen to educate their children. However, they
did not exclusively focus on planting knowledge but actively sought their children’s
growth through play, interaction with their peers, interaction with older and younger
children, and diverse interactions with other parents, nursery education students, and
so on. The community is adjacent to an exclusive residential area with many
universities and high schools, and there are a relatively large number of well-off
households. However, there are many nuclear families that have left their parents
upon marriage, and only mothers are available to raise children. These characteristics

of the community have provided a fertile ground to attract many parents and children
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to the event of reading picture books.

The questionnaires also showed that compared to other support activities
such as child-rearing salons in which parents could gather and feel free to consult with
early childhood care specialists in the community, parents evaluated the program
offered by college students as high quality, and they also appreciated how students
interacted with children during the break, their attention to detail, and the rhythmical
nature of dynamic play. Nursery education students acquired expert knowledge
through classes and practical work and had accumulated considerable experience in
practice. Their knowledge and experience backed up the selection of picture books and
skills of reading picture books to children and performing a play, dance, songs, puppet
theater, and origami, which entertained children and reassured parents who then put
their trust in the students.

Material from 2011, the third year of the activity when the running was
stabilized, shows the “objectives and aims” of the group at that time were as follows: (1)
Contribution to the community by the church and college (Picture 3, 4). To create a
place where parents and children of the community gather and enjoy picture books.

The church present itself as a friendly place for local residents. For the college to pay
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Picture 3. Grand plan for the second session of “Grumpa Ehon no Tsudoi” in 2011, pp. 1-2.
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Picture 4. Grand plan for the second session of “Grumpa Ehon no Tsudoi” in 2011, pp. 3-4.

back to the community in the form of knowledge of childcare/child-rearing support. (2)
Child-rearing support: For parents and children to spend an enjoyable time with
picture books and to provide advice on how to select these so that both parents and
children can enjoy such books. (3) To deepen collaboration and friendship between the
church and college. However, in the last session of the same year, the third aim

disappeared, suggesting that they collaborated with the church at that point.

4. Practice from 2016 to 2018

The sessions were not held in 2015 due to changes in the student body and the college’s
internal affairs. However, many parents in the community wanted to reinstate the
event, and a one-off event was organized in December 2015. Since FY2016, the event
has been held three times a year. The venue is now the “Kids’ Room” in the college. The
seminar group’s activities focused on the following: (1) Planning and implementing
joint ventures with Nagoya St Matthew’s Church. (2) Implementing “Grumpa Ehon no
Tsudoi” within the framework of “Classes on Parental Studies,” a

college/kindergarten/community project. (3) Fieldwork to learn about picture books
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and children’s culture (4) Plan and implement an exhibition on picture books at the
library attached to the college as a final year project.

The activities of “Grumpa Ehon no Tsudoi” focused on reading picture books to
children supplemented by dance, picture slides, craft work, “singing” picture books to
children by a single, large-scale paper puppet theater, themed photo spots, and play
using paper. crafts

In FY2017, the objectives and aims of the project were set as follows: (1) To
provide child-rearing support by facilitating enjoyable time for parents and children
through picture books and to advise how to select these so that both parties can enjoy
them. (2) Practical learning and contribution to the community by making the most of
learning and experience in nursery education, to contribute to child-rearing support
and interaction among parents in the community. The same objectives and aims were
observed in FY2018 and “Grumpa Ehon no Tsudoi” is planned and implemented as an
event with the seminar group’s basic theme of “picture books as a basis of rich
humanity” and as a project to support child-rearing delivered by a seminar group
specialized in picture books in nursery education. It is now an important activity for
students, parents, and children in the community and college, and an extended place of
practical learning for students in nursery education. This can be seen in the case in
which a graduate who used to plan and implement “Grumpa Ehon no Tsudoi” attended
with her partner and their children. As previously mentioned, this is an activity
offered by the college to contribute to the community so as to benefit children and
parents who are in the middle of child-rearing in the community, and a joint venture

with the church, which provides a venue for the Christmas session.

5. What can be said from the Picture books list

The lists of picture books that have been taken up from the first session to the latest
session are shown in Table 1-4, in which I have included all explicit usages of picture
books as long as some form of their records remain?. The picture books gathering
“Grumpa Ehon no Tsudoi” were not opened during the period from spring 2020 to

winter 2021 due to COVID-19 infection and the establishment of a new faculty of the
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university on the same campus. From 2009 to 2014, program proposals were
constructed from the original list of picture books selected by faculty members and the
coordinator, the drafts were examined with students, picture books were selected from
the list by both students and the faculty members, and sometimes new ones were
added to the picture book list to update the activities in the program.

As a result of the students’ independent selection of picture books being
incorporated into the program, so-called “children-participation” types of picture books
have gradually become more prominent. These types of picture books became suitable
for group readings and were, therefore, major, and dominant. There is a tendency for
the entire program to be filled with the use of active types of picture books, such as
using large picture books, adding songs and dance to the aloud-readings, enjoying
onomatopoeia, interacting between an aloud-reader and audient children, and
developing plays and activities from the stories and motifs of picture books. Although
the faculty members continue to give guidance, and every time students and faculty
members introduce some programs, which allow children to enjoy stories and images of
picture books selected carefully to match their “reading age,” there are an increasing
number of picture books which invite children to take participatory actions such as
responding to aloud-readers’ calls and questionings on the spot and parents picking up
their children according to the movement of the pictures in the picture books. The
students and faculty members try to add music to picture books and read them while
interweaving songs in an operetta style, to perform plays based on the picture books
and to develop activities for fun plays after reading picture books. By virtue of these
ambitious attempts, the program became amazing, and the results of each
questionnaire by parents were also well received.

In this way, the emphasis shifted to the “children-participation” types of
picture books and the programs for play developed from the motifs in picture books.
Gradually, ‘Grumpa Ehon no Tsudoi’ was no longer a place for students to learn the
children’s inner experience of picture books with deepening consideration and
sympathy for the inside of children who encounter picture books, nor to step into

understanding the picture books from the standpoint of children as their primary
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readers. Even in such a tendency, there were a few students who consciously read
story-centered picture books and slowly tried to share the world of picture books with
children. From the above, it can be said that the following two points are the future
tasks of the picture book gatherings as a place for practical and active learning in the
“Language” area of the content of early childhood care and education. (1) It is
necessary for the faculty members of the early childhood care and education course to
build a place for their students to cultivate the sensibilities of feeling the children’s
inner and private experience of picture books and to empathize with the profound
subtleties of this calm and silent type of experience, although it seems to be difficult to
capture the inner adventure of children immersing themselves in a picture book. (2)
Students and faculty members ought not only to introduce such types of picture books
as activators to make the audient children and parents react immediately and
cheerfully on the spot to aloud-reader, but also to select and read aloud simply the
story-telling types of picture books to entertain children just by showing the deep and

wonderful world inherent in these picture books without doing anything else.

6. Conclusion

We examined “Grumpa Ehon no Tsudoi” (Grumpa Picture Book Gathering) sessions
run by students training to be childcare professional teachers in kindergartens and
childcare providers in day nurseries. These sessions have become a continuous
opportunity for these students to take the initiative and are responsible for providing a
place for children to encounter picture books. It can be evaluated that, through these
sessions, almost all students can concretely realize an “Aim” of the area of “Language”
in the “Course of study for Kindergarten” and the “Early Childhood Care Guidelines” of
Japan, that is, “to be familiar with picture books and stories, and to communicate
feelings with teachers (childcare workers) and friends.” Some exceptions were found in
passive students who no longer wanted to become childcare professionals and stopped
motivated and independent participation. It is also commendable that active students
have been able to learn the importance of child-rearing support and care for parents by

understanding their needs through immediate interactions with them.
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Consequently, it was not enough for students to dig deeper into how children
enjoy picture books. Over time, the sessions became dominated by picture books that
contained reader-participation motifs and expected to get a clear reaction from
children. We must reflect on the point that, for children, the profound significance of
having close and familiar adults read picture books aloud for them cannot be inferred
from a superficial appearance with an immediate response. The experience is, as
Lillian Smith points out, more internal and private (Smith, 1953/1967, p. 115).
Students who want to become professional childcare teachers can learn about the
private and secret, but lasting and meaningful impacts that children experience in
their encounters with picture books, in a concrete relationship with them. The future
task is to build a program that allows students to learn about children’s concrete and

inner experience of picture books, which may not be immediately apparent but is

internally fruitful.

Note

1) This article is based on the manuscripts presented in the form of poster presentation at

the 20th PECERA Annual Conference, “Childhood of Tomorrow,” 2019 Taipei, Taiwan,

Howard Civil Service International House in the Civil Service Development Institute.

2) The lists of picture books and other contents of the reading picture books aloud sessions

were retrieved and restored from digital documents, pictures and movies. There might be

some inaccurate descriptions in them:.

Table 1. Picture books and other contents in the Reading Picture Books Aloud Sessions 2009-2010

Sep. 12, 2009 (1st)

Jun.19, 2010 (1st)

Sep. 25, 2010 (2nd)

Dec. 4, 2010 (3rd)
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* The record of the second session in 2009 December 5 is left only in incomplete form.
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Table 2. Picture books and other contents in the Reading Picture Books Aloud Sessions 2011-2015

Jul. 9, 2011 (1st)

Oct.15, 2011 (2nd)

Dec. 3, 2011 (3rd)

May 20, 2012 (1st)
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Nov. 17, 2012 (3rd)
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Practical Learning in “Reading Picture Books Aloud Sessions”

Table 3. Picture books and other contents in the Reading Picture Books Aloud Sessions 2016-2018
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Table 4. Picture books and other contents in the Reading Picture Books Aloud Sessions 2018-2019
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* The second session in July 27, 2019 was not held due to the typhoon.
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