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Bridging Theory and Practice
in International Cooperation:

Establishing a Service-Learning Program
through Field-Based Support Activities

OEFFER I FE Bz

* Division of International Affairs — Professor Toshihiro Sawayama
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Global issues that transcend national borders including wars and conflicts, natural disas-
ters, infectious diseases, and widening socioeconomic disparities, continue to pose significant
challenges to the international community. In light of these global circumstances, Japan's role
in international cooperation and development assistance is becoming ever more important.

Professor Toshihiro Sawayama, Vice Dean of International Affairs and Director of the Kansai
University European Centre, has long been committed to fostering international cooperation
through education, research, and global engagement. His dedication to international coop-
eration traces its roots to his service as a Japan Overseas Cooperation Volunteer (JOCV) in
Bhutan. Since then, he has worked on the front lines of numerous international initiatives, in-
cluding deployment with the Japan Disaster Relief Team following the devastating earthquake
in Tiirkiye and participation in election observation missions in Armenia.

At Kansai University, Professor Sawayama teaches courses in the International Cooperation
Service-Learning Program and serves as a key leader in the university’s internationalization
efforts. Through experiential learning and practical engagement in international cooperation
activities, he empowers students to develop essential professional skills, intercultural compe-
tence, and resilience. By bridging academic learning with real-world experience, he fosters the
next generation of globally minded leaders capable of addressing pressing global challenges
and contributing to international development and cooperation.
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Linking JOCV with international cooperation service learning
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Two Formative Experiences That Led to a Gareer in International
Assistance Research

—— Tell us about your area of specialization.

My specialty is development economics. Personally, | also regard
it as internationalization policy theory. | am interested in international
cooperation to support developing countries and in providing assis-
tance to disaster-stricken areas, including in Japan, and I'm engaged
in research on cyclical assistance policies in which overseas experi-
ence is applied domestically and vice versa.

—— What inspired you to begin your research?

My interest in this field stems from two formative experiences.
The first was my service as a member of JOCV in Bhutan for approxi-
mately two years and three months after graduating from university.
Even during my student years, | was fascinated by the wider world
and traveled extensively as a backpacker, which sparked my interest
in international affairs and cross-cultural engagement.

In Bhutan, | provided sports instruction to students at the Royal
University of Bhutan, the country’s only university at the time. Inciden-
tally, the Royal University of Bhutan is now one of Kansai University’s
partner institutions, making this connection particularly meaningful to
me. In many developing countries, limited educational resources are
often directed toward core subjects such as language and mathemat-
ics, while physical education, music, and other forms of holistic edu-
cation tend to receive less attention. One distinctive feature of Japan’s
international cooperation has been its emphasis on supporting these
aspects of education, recognizing their importance in fostering well-
rounded personal development and enriching students’ quality of life.

Although Bhutan is often referred to as the “Land of Happi-
ness,” it was then one of the world’s least developed countries, with
a high infant mortality rate and many development challenges. What
impressed me most was the attitude of the university students | met
there. They were deeply committed to learning and genuinely con-
cerned about the future of their country. Witnessing their dedication
prompted me to reflect on my own life and aspirations. It inspired me
to return to academic study, pursue a career as a specialist in inter-
national cooperation, and devote myself to supporting people facing
difficult circumstances. That experience became the starting point of
my academic and professional journey.

—— What was the other starting point?

The other starting point was the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake.
In January of 1995 - the year | returned to Japan after completing my
JOCV activities and entered graduate school - the Great Hanshin-Aw-
aji Earthquake occurred. The very next day | signed up to participate
in volunteer activities, such as transporting relief supplies in Ashiya
and Kobe, and continued until around August. This experience, which
opened my eyes to the importance of disaster support in Japan, was
what provided the second starting point for me. After the earthquake
that hit Turkey and Syria in February 2023, | joined the JICA Japan
Disaster Relief Team in Turkey in the role of medical coordinator.

Preventing Teacher Volunteers from Leaving the Profession

—— Could you tell us about your current research?

My current research focuses on the complementary relation-
ship between long-term international cooperation volunteering and
short-term service-learning programs. Specifically, | examine how
collaboration between the JOCV program and students’ short-term
international volunteer activities can enhance the effectiveness and
educational value of both.

The JOCV program involves overseas assignments of approxi-
mately two years. In my research, | became particularly interested
in the relatively high attrition rate among teachers who take a leave
of absence from their schools to serve as JOCV members and later
return to the teaching profession. These individuals, often referred to
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as former volunteer (OV) teachers, possess valuable international
experience and skills. When they leave the profession without fully
applying those experiences in educational settings, it represents a
significant loss for both schools and society.

To address this issue, | developed a concept for a career support
system designed to help former volunteer teachers successfully rein-
tegrate into their professional careers. As a first step, | conducted in-
depth interviews and questionnaire surveys involving more than 100
participants, including active JOCV members, former volunteer teach-
ers who had returned to teaching, and those who had subsequently
left the profession. The study explored changes in their perspectives
during overseas service, their experiences of readjustment upon re-
turning to Japan, and the factors that contributed to their decisions
to remain in or leave the profession. | also collected case studies of
their post-service career trajectories.

The findings revealed that dissatisfaction with working conditions
and employment was a major factor behind teachers' decisions to
leave. However, one particularly unexpected finding was that attrition
might have been prevented if returning teachers had even a single
colleague or supervisor who understood and valued the experiences
and skills they had gained overseas. This suggests that professional
recognition and institutional support can play a crucial role in helping
former volunteers continue their careers and contribute their interna-
tional expertise to the educational community.

Experiencing the True Essence of International Cooperation
in the Field

—— How did you integrate the activities of JOCV members and univer-
sity students?

Our short-term international cooperation service-learning program
combines volunteer activities with pre-departure training and post-
program reflection. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, we conducted
programs in countries such as the Philippines, where we developed
a teaching methodology for recorder instruction as part of our efforts
to support holistic education.Since the pandemic, we have expanded
these activities to Cambodia. There, we collaborate with a Japan
Overseas Cooperation Volunteer (JOCV) elementary school teacher
dispatched from Kobe City, working together to provide recorder les-
sons and public health education for local primary school students.

By working alongside JOCV members, participating students
gain far more than a brief volunteer experience or cultural exchange
opportunity. They engage directly in the realities of technical coop-
eration on the ground, developing practical skills, knowledge, adapt-
ability, and initiative. At the same time, collaboration with university
students enables JOCV members to reach a larger number of chil-
dren and organize major events such as sports festivals and cultural

festivals that would be difficult to implement on their own.

Many Japanese students have what | describe as a “dual-track”
background, balancing academic studies with extracurricular activi-
ties such as sports, music, or the arts. These experiences prove
particularly valuable when supporting holistic education initiatives in
developing countries.

On the final day of the program, local children perform a recorder
concert to showcase what they have learned. Seeing the children's
sense of accomplishment, the emotional reactions of their parents,
and hearing local teachers and community members say, “Please
come back again,” allows our students to experience the true re-
wards of international cooperation firsthand.

Before departure, students learn basic conversational Khmer,
Cambodia’s official language, as well as communication techniques
necessary for effective knowledge transfer. In the field, they combine
these skills with creativity, gestures, and determination to overcome
language and cultural barriers. Watching them grow through these ex-
periences and gain confidence as global citizens is one of the most
rewarding aspects of my work as an educator and researcher.

Sharing a Culture of International Cooperation from Kansai
University

—— What impact does this educational program have on both volunteer
teachers and students?

For students, the learning process does not end when they return
home. Through writing reports, giving presentations, and document-
ing their experiences through written, visual, and digital media, they
reflect critically on what they have learned. In doing so, they develop
the capacity to create new value by creatively combining limited re-
sources and opportunities—a concept reminiscent of what anthropolo-
gist Claude Lévi-Strauss described as bricolage in his influential work
The Savage Mind. This process also encourages students to reflect
on both social challenges and their own future aspirations. Many par-
ticipants gain a deeper sense of purpose through the program, and
it is not uncommon for them to go on to apply for the JOCV program
or pursue careers in education and international cooperation.

For former volunteer teachers, collaboration with university students
during their overseas assignments can provide a strong source of moti-
vation for continuing their professional development and contributing to
society after returning to Japan. These experiences reinforce the value
of their international service and help them envision pathways for ap-
plying their knowledge and skills in their subsequent careers. From the
perspective of the JOCV system itself, the service-learning approach
offers valuable insights. Its emphasis on collaboration, maximizing
development outcomes through partnerships, and structured post-
program reflection aligns closely with the broader goals of sustainable
international cooperation and human resource development.

—— What initiatives would you like to focus on in the future?

Looking ahead, | hope to expand this educational model beyond
university students and apply it to recurrent education and lifelong
learning opportunities for working professionals.

International cooperation activities undertaken by universities
depend heavily on the support and collaboration of partners outside
academia. Therefore, | would like to continue promoting international
cooperation based on equal partnerships among students and stake-
holders from government, industry, academia, and civil society.

My hope is that, through these collaborative efforts, Kansai Uni-
versity can continue to foster and share a culture of international co-
operation with the broader society, inspiring more people to engage in
addressing global challenges through mutual learning and partnership.
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