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‘Everything in nature is truly a part of a cycle” -Mr. Yoshinori Kaneko,

founder of Frostpia Farm, and father of the organic farming movement in
Ogawamachi

As a native speaker of English faculty member of the College of Community
Services, it was my privilege to be invited to participate in the inaugural
Ogawamachi Program in 2015. This pioneering program seeks to teach our
students about the benefits of eating healthy seasonal foods, food sustainability,
and security and the traditional Japanese farming method of using small plots
of land to grow vegetables organically, rather than relying on large scale
commercial farming that employs the use harsh petrochemical based pesticides
and fertilizers that damage the earth. One unique aspect of the program is
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that it gives students the opportunity to go out into fields to plant and harvest
vegetables and then prepare and cook the fruits of their labours. Another
major draw card for students is that much of the program is carried out in
English, which is a cornerstone of the College of Community and Human
Services' internationalisation initiative.

In the inaugural year, a typical class involved meeting at Ogawamachi
Station mid-morning, before moving to the Ogawamachi Community Center by
bus, where activities were undertaken on the second floor in a spacious study
area connected to a cooking facility. Initially, the students worked outside in
Head Tutor Mr. Sato's garden (adjacent to the center) where they planted
vegetables, before harvesting their lunch which might consist of a variety of
seasonable vegetables, such as carrots, leeks, cabbages, potatoes or root based
vegetables such as Japanese radish. This was followed by a cooking lesson in
the center’'s kitchen area, where in groups, students were provided with
various natural ingredients and given instructions on how to cook various
traditional dishes. My role was to encourage the groups to speak English while
they concentrated on creating dishes such as miso soup, various salads, or
pancakes. Once, the students even harvested soba (buckwheat) flour directly
from Mr. Sato's garden. He informed us that the practice of cultivating soba
flour is a dying one and there are fewer and fewer farmers growing it, due to
its high labor intensity, which I thought was a shame. These days, much of
Japan's soba flour is in fact imported from China. To tell the truth, I probably
learned as much about gardening techniques and cooking Japanese vegetables
as the students themselves, and often found myself in the role of a learner in
addition to my role of a mentor and facilitator.

The main English component of the program usually followed lunch and
consisted of a series of lectures conducted by Mr. Sato. A typical lesson
involved focusing on farming related vocabulary and several grammar points,
followed by discussion and examples, with me providing input where necessary
to help engage students with the output process. After a short break, we would
then go over a passage of a reading that the students had previously prepared
for, on organic farming, for example. We then held group discussions in which
students were encouraged to engage in debate and offer their opinions on some
of what we had covered in the class. For the final session, students were
provided with a task and asked to create a group poster to present in front of
the class. The tasks were developed to encourage debate and critical thinking
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on topics such as the pros and cons of organic farming, or which kinds of foods
were healthier, etc. The point was to motivate students to take responsibility,
for their own learning, assimilate some of what they had studied over the day
into their presentations, and to encourage deeper analysis and understanding of
farming issues in Japan.

Regarding a few suggestions for possible improvements, during post-
program feedback sessions we held with the students, some of them mentioned
that it would be good if the program was accredited (at the moment students
are unable to receive credit for participating). This would certainly increase
participation and student motivation, for as it stands participation is voluntary
and I did notice that numbers declined slightly as the program wore on,
although this could be to be due to the fact that the program is held on a
Sunday as well. Additionally, several students iterated that it would be great if
international students or guest speakers could take part, which would certainly
provide more opportunities for socialisation and international exchange. I also
felt that the students might have been encouraged to speak more English
among themselves, outside the confines of the “safe environment” of the
Community Center in the fields when they were planting and harvesting
vegetables. It is true that outside of the formal study environment, where no
formal teaching took place, it was always going to be a challenge to get them to
use English, although in the future, students could be encouraged to to make
the effort to communicate among themselves as much as possible in English.
Having said that, this challenge could certainly be mitigated through having
international students or visitors partake in activities.

I was highly impressed with the caliber of the students who chose to
participate in the inaugural Rikkyo College of Community and Human Services
Ogawamachi Program. Throughout the duration, most students remained
committed to participating, even though it was held twice a month on a
Sunday, and some of them had to travel up from Tokyo or even further afield.
The students also eagerly involved themselves in the activities outside on the
farm and were always very inquisitive and inquiring. I consider the
Ogawamachi Program to be a unique opportunity for students to familiarize
themselves with some pertinent social and community issues that begin at the
micro-community level, especially the precarious situation that Japan finds itself
in regarding its low level of self-sufficiency in food production, a reduction in
contact with the land by young people, and the fact that the average age of a
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farmer in Japan is now almost 70 years old. Through the program, the
students, as young people who represent of the future of Japan, are encouraged
to learn and think deeply about solutions to these issues, and are provided with
ample encouragement and opportunity to create their own innovative ideas,
while connecting with the land and nature.
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