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Practical Study of Active Learning Focused on
Solving Societal Problems

Takayuki Teshigawara’

1. Introduction

There are numerous societal problems around us. These problems span a wide range of areas, including
environmental issues, community development, regional revitalization, and social welfare initiatives such as
fostering a society that embraces the diversity of people and their values. To address these issues, it is essential
not only to reform laws and systems but also to transform individual awareness and behavior. One effective
approach to achieve this is through education, particularly in universities and other institutions. Educational
content and methods vary widely. This paper highlights an active learning (AL) approach, centered on
addressing societal challenges, as practiced in the Takayuki Teshigawara Seminar at the Faculty of Humanities
and Social Sciences, Chiba University of Commerce. A distinctive feature of this AL method is its incorporation
of a "social business" approach. This method views societal problems and needs as a market and develops efforts
to solve them through sustainable business activities. The societal issues discussed in this report primarily focus
on topics such as agricultural and welfare cooperation, food loss, and perspectives aligned with the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), which have gained significant attention in recent years. Looking ahead, this report

will also explore the potential of AL by examining collaborative education between universities and high schools.

(1) Active Learning

Teaching methods in universities can be categorized into (i) lectures, (ii) active learning (AL) , and (iii)
higher-order AL (Narita, 2016) . Lectures are traditional, one-directional lessons conducted in a classroom
setting. In this style, the lecturer stands at the podium and delivers information in a one-way manner, while
students passively listen. In contrast, AL refers to an active learning process that differs from traditional
lectures. It engages students as participants in the class, fostering interactive relationships and dynamic
development. AL methods encompass a wide range of approaches, including group discussions, debates, and
group work within the classroom, as well as activities outside the classroom, such as experiential learning,
field research, fieldwork, and action-based research. AL can be further divided into (ii) AL and (iii) higher-
order AL. The latter includes "Problem-Based Learning” (PBL) and "Project-Based Learning" (PBL) . These
approaches, collectively referred to as PBL, involve applying classroom knowledge in real-world contexts.
Students engage in collaborative activities with companies or communities, learning to connect academic
knowledge to practical challenges. Through this process, they work toward achieving goals, meeting
objectives, and solving problems. AL is no longer limited to university teaching. It is increasingly being

adopted in elementary and secondary education, establishing itself as a new educational paradigm in Japan.

1 Professor, Faculty of Humanities and Social Science, Chiba University of Commerce
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(2) Social Business

"Social business" is a method of addressing various social issues by employing business methodologies. The
definition of social business is a subject of ongoing discussion not only in Japan but also internationally, and
there are currently various interpretations. In Japan, the general definition comes from the "Social Business
Study Group Report" published by the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry in 2008. This report
defines social business as one that meets three criteria; (i) social relevance, (ii) business viability, and (iii)
innovativeness (Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, 2008) .

While conventional businesses often focus on profit generation, social businesses aim to solve societal
problems by harmoniously combining the three elements of social relevance, business viability, and

innovativeness. This balanced integration is a distinctive feature of social business.

2. The Practice of Active Learning through Solving Societal Problems

This section explores the social problem-solving active learning (AL) program conducted by the Faculty of
Humanities and Social Sciences at Chiba University of Commerce. Chiba University of Commerce emphasizes
practical education, encapsulated by the slogan: "Learning by doing." The Faculty of Humanities and Social
Sciences develops professionals with the ability to create a "people-friendly society" through business and
work. Guided by the concept of "Move people. Build society," the faculty adopts AL as a practical educational
method. Through this approach, students take the initiative to identify various societal challenges and learn
how to address them in collaboration with businesses, government agencies, and other stakeholders.

The Takayuki Teshigawara Seminar at the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences engages in education
and research activities using "social business" methods in areas such as agriculture-welfare cooperation,
reconstruction support, evacuee assistance, and regional revitalization. Through this initiative, students have
the opportunity to discover social issues and learn practical solutions to address them. This section highlights
practical examples. The example is the development of a dressing made from substandard jumbo garlic cloves.
This cases, university students planned and developed the products in collaboration with welfare facilities
and farmers. They then sold the products at roadside stations and shopping malls. During the sales process,

students stood at the storefront to explain the products and also introduced their efforts to address social issues.

<Development of Whole Jumbo Garlic Dressing>

In November 2022, Masao Tokoro from Agri-Osato, a producer of jumbo garlic in Oamishirasato City,
Chiba Prefecture, received a phone call from his daughter, Ai. She asked, "Could you make a dressing from
garlic that can’'t be shipped because it doesn’'t meet standards?" Mr. Tokoro had previously purchased the "sea
leek dressing," developed by the students, at Michi no Eki Orai Hasunuma (Sammu City, Chiba Prefecture) .
Believing it might become a ray of hope for them, he reached out to the university. Immediately after the
contact, a meeting was held with the students, and the following six social issues were identified: (i) Jumbo
garlic, as the name suggests, is characterized by its large size. However, at Agri-Osato, about 60% of the
garlic does not grow to a large size and is considered substandard. (ii) Although the taste does not differ for

substandard garlic, most of it ends up being discarded. (iii) The reality in agriculture is that most workers
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who deal with discarded produce say, "It can't be helped; we're dealing with nature." They do not consider
possible countermeasures. (iv) They are seriously considering improving the system where produce that has
been diligently grown over the course of a year is thrown away as a matter of course. (v) It can't be helped.
It's unavoidable. But if things don’t change, they worry that those who come after will suffer the same fate
and be hurt in the same way. (vi) If a way could be created for all types of produce to be appreciated, they
believe it would shine a light on Japanese agriculture. The students, who sympathized with these issues,
immediately began preparations for commercialization and visited the fields where the jumbo garlic was being
grown to assess the current situation. About a month later, a prototype was completed, and after repeated
taste adjustments and test marketing, the product was commercialized in December 202 3.

They named the product "Marugoto Jumbo Garlic Dressing." This is because garlic cloves that would
otherwise be discarded are used in their entirety (marugoto) , and the "maru" also stands for "hinomaru,"
meaning "the circle of the sun," in the hope that it will bring sunshine to the farmers. The label design also
incorporates this concept.

During the product development process, the students were not only concerned with the agricultural
produce that would otherwise be discarded but also developed a desire to invigorate the community of
Oamishirasato City, where the jumbo garlic is grown. Moreover, as part of a medium-to-long-term vision, the
concept expanded to include using the fields as a tourist destination and a place for interaction with various
people, including the local community, to promote local welfare. Although only a dressing was developed this
time, the students are hopeful that by creating various processed products in the future, they can contribute
to the creation of new local specialties. In addition, because the process of making this product involves
engaging with various people, it can be said to contribute to the promotion of community welfare.

The students not only create products but also stand at stalls at local markets and shopping malls, where
they explain their products and introduce their efforts. Through these activities, the students have the
opportunity to promote community welfare and create systems for revitalizing the community. By interacting
with local residents, they help empower them, which in turn leads to an educational experience focused on

solving social issues that unites both the students and the community. (Teshigawara, 2025)

3. Summary

As we have seen, problem-based active learning has been conducted using social business methods. While
the students have developed products and conducted sales, the primary objective is not the pursuit of profit,
but rather the resolution of social issues. This is the most significant feature. This product introduced in
the case study meet the three elements of social impact, business potential, and innovation. The main points
(keywords) for each are summarized as follows:

The social aspects of the jumbo garlic dressing include food waste reduction, community revitalization, and
SDGs. Business potential is demonstrated by the revenue generated from selling the product as a commodity.
Innovation lies in the fact that it uses ingredients that would otherwise be discarded, and it has gained

attention because it was developed in collaboration with a jumbo garlic farmer.
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Summary of the Three Elements of Social Business from Practical Examples

Dressing
Social -Reduction of food loss
Aspects -Improvement of food self-sufficiency

-Revitalization of 6th-level industries

-Local revitalization

-SDGs
Business -Sold as a product
Aspects -Continuing to develop products

Innovation | -Uses ingredients that would otherwise be

discarded

-Developed by university students

(Prepared by the author)
It is also important to ensure that these efforts are not just temporary, but lead to continuity, growth, and
development. In addition to the original craft beer and coffee, the team is also working on other agriculture-

welfare cooperation projects, such as developing dressings made with mandarin oranges and onions.

4. Future Outlook for AL

Furthermore, as part of the curriculum, the business course of the commerce department at Chiba University
of Commerce’s affiliated high school is also tackling social issues through product development, with the concept
of creating new value together with local businesses. Under the concept of "giving scraps a second life," they
have been effectively utilizing pie dough scraps that were routinely discarded in the confectionery workshop.
Products such as peanut-filled pastries, coated with peanut paste and 6-part split peanuts grown in Chiba
Prefecture, have been developed. This effort mirrors the AL initiatives being carried out at the university.

Although education has been provided separately up until now, starting in April 2024, the Teshigawara
Seminar of the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences at Chiba University of Commerce and the Business
Course of the Commerce Department at the affiliated high school will begin working together to establish a
high school-university partnership and connection. (Chiba University of Commerce, 2024)

Through collaboration between the university and the affiliated high school, it is hoped that students will
find it stimulating as they exchange ideas with peers who are closer in age, leading to mutual benefits. This
collaboration will allow each institution to leverage its strengths. Moreover, if students continue their studies at
the university’s Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences after high school graduation and participate in the
seminar, they will experience a consistent, seven-year educational journey. As a result, students will be able to
build upon their high school learning and gain more practical and academic knowledge at the university. It is
expected that this will produce talented, ready-for-work professionals who will actively contribute to society.
Furthermore, it is desirable that the students' efforts extend beyond the educational realm and contribute to

the resolution of social issues in their true sense.
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Community Revitalization through Collaboration
with “Dokonjyo-Saibai Blueberry” Producers
- Practice and Research as PBL (Project-Based Learning)

Noriko Saito'

1. Purpose and background

The purpose of this paper is 1) to introduce the community revitalization project by the students of the
Saito seminar undertaken in collaboration with the producers of blueberries, who use a unique and sustainable
cultivation method called “Dokonjyo-Saibai” , and 2) to report the results of research that examined the

development process of collaboration to tackle social issues.

The “Dokonjyo-Saibai” was developed by Mr. Sadao Ezawa, the key partner of Photo 1. Blueberry picking

this project and the owner of the tourist farm Ezawa Fruitland located alongside

the JR Kururi Line - an area that has a declining population. The “Dokonjyo-
Saibai Blueberries” are planted directly in the ground without peat moss® , with
no artificial watering and that receive organic fertilizers only once a year. By
doing this, the roots grow deeper and wider, which results in the increase of the
blueberry's strength and the sweetness of the fruit. Tourists can enjoy picking
and eating all the blueberries they want for 1,000 yen per day. Ezawa Fruitland
and nine tourist farms, which produce “Dokonjyo-Saibai Blueberry” , founded
the Kisarazu City Tourist Blueberry Farm Council and are working together

with local government and tourist associations to attract tourists to the area.

The “Dokonjyo-Saibai” has created social and economic value such as pesticide-free and chemical-free
products, biodiversity, labor- and material-saving cultivation, increase in the number of non-agricultural
producers, utilization of abandoned farmland, increase in tourists and liveliness, and changed blueberry

cultivation practices in Japan.

2. “Dokonjyo-Saibai Blueberry” project as PBL

The students of Saito seminar started the project in 2018. They have been engaged in PR activities to

increase awareness of tourist farms which practice “Dokonjyo-Saibai” , and to attract tourists, centering on

1 Associate Professor, Faculty of Humanities and Social Science, Chiba University of Commerce
2 Soil improvement materials
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sales of “blueberry vinegar,” a product developed jointly with Ezawa Fruitland (photo 2) .

In FY2020, due to the impact of the pandemic, we opened an online store and conducted PR activities
via SNS. In FY2021 and FY2022, we developed recipes using blueberry vinegar as a sales promotion by
presenting specific examples of blueberry vinegar use. We proposed these recipes to a university cafeteria and
some recipes were successfully introduced into the actual menu. Through a limited two-week sales period, we
received feedback from users of the cafeteria to verify the potential of blueberry vinegar as a tool to increase
social consumers® .

In FY2023, we rented an exhibition space at the ZOZO Marine Stadium, which is the Chiba Lotte Marines'
official game venue (photo 3) , to sell blueberry vinegar drinks and promote the “Dokonjyo-Saibai Blueberry”
tourist farm. Up to then, we had been trying to sell blueberry vinegar mainly to ethically conscious consumers,
but this time we tried to reach a completely new demographic, baseball fans, so we devised a new sales
method. The drinks were sold in bottles with the Ezawa Fruitland logo. The drinks were made in advance
and kept chilled for those who visited the studium in the summer heat.

In addition, student-designed posters were displayed at stations on the JR Sobu and Keiyo lines in Chiba
Prefecture from early June to early September to promote the tourist farms to the public (Figure 1), while

also focusing on SNS activities.

Photo 2. Blueberry Vinegar Photo 3. Promotion activity Figure 1. Poster designed by
-Jointly developed product at Z0Z0 Marine Studium students and posted at JR stations
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3. Research on development process of cross-sector collaboration to tackle social issues

The research question was “where we are now in the process of working with our partners” . Cross-
sector collaboration to tackle social issues does not happen in a single year. It takes a decade or more for
organizations in different sectors to work together to create social and economic value and solve the issues.
Students of Saito seminar are usually engaged in PBL activities for one year, or two years at most. To

understand long-term cross-sector collaboration, it is necessary to identify where we are in the long-term

3 Individuals who solve social issues through consumption (Ohira, Sonobe and Stanislawski 2012)
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process of solving social issues from a bird's-eye view.

According to Selsky and Parker (2005) , who reviewed previous studies in various academic fields on cross-
sector collaboration to tackle social issues, collaboration in which governments, businesses, NPOs, universities,
and other organizations work together across sectors is necessary but not well understood. However,
there is a common approach of dividing the collaborative process into several stages in chronological order
and presenting the components of each stage. The method of division, the names of the divisions, and the

components of each division differ among the authors.

Students verified the development process model presented in a paper (Saito 2018), which consists of
three stages: the formation stage, the implementation stage, and the evolution stage. Their hypothesis before
the PBL project was “we are moving back and forth between the implementation stage and the evolution
stage in the collaboration process model” . This was because “creation of derivative collaborations” placed
in the evolution stage (10 in Figure 2) started (Mr. Ezawa coordinated the poster design by students and
displays in JR stations) . After the practice of the PBL project in FY2023, students recognized that the
partners include continuous partners since 2018 and limited period partners, and the relationship between the
Saito seminar and each partner organization was still at the “organizational level” in which specific individuals
maintain an inter-organizational relationship. Then they pointed out that there was a gap between the stages
of development process and the inter-organizational relationship as in Figure 2, and the model needed to be
modified.

Figure 2. Gap between stages of development process and inter-organizational relationship

Formation stage Implementation stage Evolution stage

\ )\ \
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linkages have not yet
been formed
(individual action by an
individual)

“organizational linkages are at the
institutional level

Inter-organizational linkages are at the
organizational level
(inter-organizational relationships formed by (institutionalized inter-organizational
individuals who officially represent the relationships that are not based on a specific
organization) person)

Source: Adopted from Saito (2024) p. 261

Cross-sector collaboration is a long-term process with additional/changing partner organizations. A modified
model is needed to explain the situation where multiple projects are running side by side, and some are short-

term projects lasting from a single year to several years.

(22)
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4. Implication of practice and research as PBL

Throughout the PBL, I realized that the characteristic feature of Higher Education for Sustainable
Development (HESD) is that practice is positioned within this series of research activities. University teaching
staff and students read the literature with research questions, formulate hypotheses, engage in activities, and
examine theories with the insights gained from the activities.

Previous studies stated that ESD was practice-based education (Abe 2009) and brought about a
reconsideration of preconceptions, an improved ability to solve complex problems and relative maintenance of
the new positive practices acquired (Ssossé, Wagner, and Hopper 2021) . Insofar as universities implement
ESD as Higher Education, practice needs to be embedded in research. By going back and forth between
theory and practice, we find solutions for social issues and contribute to the construction of new theories.
HESD is education and research at universities, to tackle social issues practically, explore answers to research

questions that still have no clear answer, and make presentations and write papers.
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