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Second-year students at Takayama Junior High School in Takayama-mura, Nagano 
undertook an inquiry-based learning project to explore the Shiga Highland 
Biosphere Reserve, a local treasure and source of pride. They studied the structure 
and philosophy of the biosphere reserve and reflected on how their daily lives relate 
to environmental conservation.
Through hands-on experiences in the field, they deepened their understanding of 
how nature and human activity can coexist sustainably.

Experiencing the Biosphere Reserve Zones Firsthand
In July, the students visited Shiga Highland and observed the three zones of the 
UNESCO Biosphere Reserve: the core area, buffer zone, and transition area. In the 
core area, they saw dense coniferous forests and few deciduous trees, realizing that 
these environments are under strict protection. They were especially fascinated by 
the shimmering hikarigoke moss and the ghost-like Monotropastrum plant, which 
does not perform photosynthesis – reminding them of nature’s mysterious beauty.
When the guide told them, “You’re not even allowed to move a single stone here,” 
many students were surprised and began to reflect more deeply on the relationship 
between people and nature.

Connecting With the Community Through the School Forest
The school manages a forest located on the border between the buffer and 
transition zones. Students helped maintain it by collecting fallen leaves, branches, 
and pinecones, which they donated to a campground at Yamada Farm in the village. 
These natural materials were used by campers to start fires.
This simple act allowed them to share the beauty of Takayama’s nature and gave 
them a real sense of living together with the environment. They also learned that 
their actions could play a role in contributing to the sustainability of their local 
community.

Investigating Soil to Understand Ecosystem Health
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They also carried out a soil biodiversity survey in their school forest. By identifying 
and counting various organisms, such as spiders, earthworms, and centipedes, 
with each assigned a score based on environmental sensitivity, they attempted to 
quantify the health of the ecosystem. Although their first survey failed owing to 
preservation issues, they conducted another using soil from the transition area. The 
results showed a healthy diversity of soil organisms, giving them confidence in the 
ecological richness of the area.

Looking to the Future
Through this project, students realized that the natural environment of Takayama-
mura plays a vital role in supporting their daily lives and that the natural landscapes 
they take for granted have been protected by human efforts over time. They hope 
to further study the school forest and conduct long-term comparisons of soil data. 
This experience has motivated them to continue seeking ways to preserve the 
environment and pass it on to future generations.


