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Teaching methods and student engagement in High School Biology lessons:
Differences in approach between the International Baccalaureate Diploma
Program and Japanese High School System

Background/Aim: The number of IB graduates entering Japanese National
Universities is on the rise. Okayama University, which has over 5 years of experience
regarding IB Admissions in all faculties and, which is considered an “IB friendly
University” by many IB students, IB college counselors and parents, is continuously
making efforts to balance the educational gap experienced by IB students following

admission.

Survey Method: Following feedback from IB students and IB student Academic
Advisors at Okayama University, regarding difficulties when taking classes at
University, a research protocol was planned to observe an equal number of lessons
subject wise, at both IB schools (IBS) and Japanese High schools (JHS) in grades 10-
12, respectively, and compare teaching methods and ways of student learning. The
subject of choice for this particular research was Biology, as the principal researcher
had attended a 3-day workshop on IB Biology (Category 1) and had studied in detail
about teaching Biology in the IB. Between October 2017 and January 2018, an IB
student advisor and a University Admission Administrator (UAA) involved in IB
Admissions, visited 5 Japanese High Schools in Okayama Prefecture (including
Super Global and Super Science High Schools) and 5 IB accredited International

Schools around Japan, to observe Biology lessons.

Observation Results: a) In IBS, the number of students in 1 lesson ranged from (2-
16) students/class, compared to (37-40) students/class in JHS. b) In IBS, lessons were
not always done in classroom. Some teachers with 3-4 students, had lessons outside
the classroom using only props without using white boards, slides or handouts.
Students seemed to highly engage in such lessons and have fun. However in JHS,
all lessons were conducted inside a classroom using white boards, slides and
handouts. ¢) While most lessons in IBS were discussion based, almost all JHS lessons
were lecture oriented. d) Student engagement in the IBS depended on the teacher.
Most IBS teachers involved the students actively right from the beginning of lesson
while in JHS, student involvement and student reflection was seen when students
were asked a question or given a worksheet to reflect upon the lesson. e) In IBS,
students often asked questions throughout the whole lesson, while in JHS, students

did not ask any questions to the teacher unless they were asked if they had any



questions. f) In IBS, student interaction in class was ongoing, while at JHS students
interacted in class when the teacher encouraged them to discuss a certain topic
among themselves. g) In IBS, most students had their own laptops to take notes or
search for answers, while in JHS, all students focused on the lesson (using slides)
and worksheet prepared by the teacher. h) Most IB students were well prepared and
did extensive research before the lesson on their own, whereas for JHS students, the
teacher put in a lot of effort to prepare a lesson which would not require the students
to study beforehand or do extensive research outside, the class in order to
understand the lesson. i) In IBS most, higher level and standard level lessons are
combined, due to the fewer number of students, while at JHS, lessons are not
combined and are taught as per the high school grade. j) In some IBS classrooms,
students are free to eat and drink depending on the time they have between lessons
or other lunch time activities, while in JHS, no student was seen eating or drinking

during lessons.

Conclusion: Based on the above observations it is clear that, the biggest difference
between IBS and JHS, is the class size, which provides more opportunity for
Interaction between the teacher and students in IBS than JHS. Next, the cultural
difference between an internationally accredited program such as the IB, which
encourages students to voice their opinions freely and actively engage in all class
activities, and the Japanese culture of listening more, expressing less and speaking
when spoken to, was very prominent. Although JHS teachers use different
techniques to encourage student involvement, JHS students are by nature shy and
it will need many hours of practice to voice their opinion. Lastly, while the IB
prepares students for admission to Universities worldwide, the JHS education
system is targeted at helping students prepare for the present nationwide university
entrance exam or “Center Test” to enter Japanese Universities only, which does not
require students to express their opinion vocally, and is more academically
challenging. Particularly, students have to work very hard to score high grades in
the “Center Test”. Therefore, it becomes the sole responsibility of the teacher to
provide a tailor made lesson for the students, which focuses on preparing them for
the Center Test and which does not require them to take out time to research the
subject in advance. In JHS, emphasis is placed on the teacher’s preparation to
provide all the necessary knowledge to the student, whereas in the IB, the
responsibility lies mainly on the student’s shoulder and the teacher provides the

guidance and resources students need to further the research by themselves.



