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Abstract

Longitudinal study on the Social and Mental Development of
Children Attended to long term Rural-Experience-Program

Purpose of the Study

Rural-experience-program (REP) is daily-life based activities carried out in rural
districts to which children attend. Japanese society in these days has lost their
communities and failed to offer daily-life based experiences that are thought to be
necessary for favorable development of children. And nowadays, quite a few children
are mentally and behaviorally in worse conditions, and bullied or not attending to school
in urban areas. On the other hand, it is empirically known that children who have
gone through long term REP tend to acquire steady mental state and good social skills.
Therefore, the number of children attending to REP is increasing in recent years.
However, the effects of REP have not been scientifically studied so far. So, the
following researches were performed.

Research 1: The effects of REP were studied in regard to social and mental
development of children, and longitudinal adaptation of children after REP was
discussed on the basis of field observation.

Research 2: New methods which assess verbal and non-verbal development of
children were examined, and their validity to use in the researches of REP was
discussed.

Methods and Results

Research 1: Studies were performed on the children attended to REP which was
held in Hongo-machi, Iwakuni City, Yamaguchi Prefecture, Japan.

1-1: Social skills of children were quantitatively evaluated throughout a year by a
well- experienced teacher of the REP. Each one of the 4 years studied (n=11, 9, 12, 12),
children with problems in their social skills were found in the beginning of the REP, but
were not found in the end. Two cases of children after the REP, which showed
maladaptive development in their hometown, were qualitatively studied. The
following two reasons were assumed to be responsible for the situation. 1. The value of
the child acquired during the REP had considerable discrepancy against the values of



children in urban areas. 2. Although the child had mentally developed during the REP,
parents could not accept the change of their child as favorable.

1-2: Self-esteem and depressive tendencies are evaluated using questionnaire
method. On the year studied (n=11), children with higher self-esteem in the beginning
of the REP showed significant decrease in the score of self-esteem and significant
increase in the score of depressive tendencies in the end, while children with lower
self-esteem in the beginning of the REP showed significant increase in the score of self-
esteem and significant decrease in the score of depressive tendencies in the end.

Research 2: Studies were performed on junior high school students (n=42)
attending to no-handicapped classes of a local public school.

2-1: Features of verbal cognition were assessed using Hiragana-reading test
batteries. The score of reading abilities were examined whether it had relationship
with self-evaluation and depressive tendencies assessed with questionnaire. No
significant difference was found in the score of self-evaluation and depressive tendencies
between students that were judged as having reading difficulties or not.

2-2: Features of non-verbal cognition were assessed using photo-projective method.
Cognitive tendencies found in pictures taken by each student were quantitatively
evaluated by using newly introduced parameters (ie. “the ratio of picture with
person(s)” and “the frequency of eye contact”). The score of the parameters were
examined whether it had relationship with self-evaluation and depressive tendencies
assessed with questionnaire. Female students with lower self-evaluation in the
relationship with classmates and self-esteem showed significantly higher score in both
parameters. Male students with higher self-evaluation in athletic competence showed
significantly higher score in “the ratio of picture with person(s)”.

Discussion

Research 1: It was found that the REP had effects to improve social skills of
children, and stabilize mental state by adjusting self-esteem of children to an
appropriate level. Therefore the REP could be validated as to be making contribution
to raise the quality of health and welfare of the children. When the value of the
children acquired during the REP had discrepancy against the value of children in
urban areas or their parents, maladaptive situation could happen in their hometown
after the REP. Countermeasures considering this point were thought to be needed.

Research 2: Using Hiragana-reading test batteries and photo-projective method, it
was able to examine the features of verbal and non-verbal cognition in relation to sexes,
self-evaluation, and depressive tendencies. These methods were thought to be useful to
study cognitive development of children attending to REP.
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