Molly Rose, Great Britain, August 2004

A short introduction to Japanese schooling

Historically, Japanese society has attached great importance to education. Following World War II, educational reform in Japan gave birth to the current school system, comprising of six years of elementary school, three years of junior school, three years of senior school and four years at university. This is commonly referred to as the 6-3-3-4 system. As the Japanese economy enjoyed exceptionally high levels of economic growth from around the mid-1950s, the focus of Japan’s industry shifted to the secondary and tertiary sectors. Knowledge and skills taught in schools were highly demanded by these sectors, and so an individual’s educational background gradually became increasingly important. Soon it was widely accepted that high academic credentials, preferably from a prestigious university such as the University of Tokyo, were necessary to land a good job. The status hierarchy of educational institutions extends to secondary schools. Parents and pupils are painfully aware of the differing status of schools, and competition is fierce for admission to the best schools.   

In the classroom, such thinking led to an excessively achievement-oriented education. Pupils were encouraged to relentless learn a staggering amount of facts and figures, seemingly at the cost of any real depth of understanding. Famously, the practice of examination questions which were developed so that they could only be answered by someone who had been trained was referred to as “monkey training”.
 Fears have been expressed that the Japanese education system produced students who could pass exams, but who have little free thought, wisdom or responsibility. 

Due to the emphasis on higher academic credentials, “cram schools” (juku) have developed in Japan to complement school education. They comprise what has come to be known as the “entrance examination industry”. Students attend cram schools after going to their usual school. A range of tuitions is available. Prices vary, but parents might expect to pay Y50,000 per month, per child on average.

Official statistics on the extent and activities of cram schools are scant; not least because the Ministry of Education see the presence of cram schools as undesirable and so do not seek to research or publicise their existence. However, given that there existed 51,120 such cram schools in 2001
 it would seem that this is a significant phenomenon. It is difficult to establish the precise proportion of students who attend cram schools, partly because of the aforementioned lack of government research, but also because attendance varies by locality (a higher percentage of students go in urban areas), time of year and age (students are most likely to attend juku when the all-important entrance exams are approaching). Regardless of precise data, attending cram school remains a considerable trend. 

The Dark Side of Japan’s Schools

Violence and bullying by students remain serious problems throughout the Japanese education system. Furthermore, chronic truancy (defined as non-attendance of school because of some psychological, emotional, physical or social factor, and does not include non-attendance for health or financial reasons) and the high school non-completion rate are increasing. Seeing school as restrictive, many children are finding release through bullying, violence and chronic truancy. Such phenomena have significant negative psychological impacts on children and represent the dark side of formal education. Solving such problems requires a joint effort by families, school and local communities.

Bullying was frequently cited as a “new” phenomena, for example ‘starting in the 1980s’. 
 Bullying was defined as speaking ill of, extortion, intentionally hiding, ignoring and so on. There was general consensus that the degree of bullying had intensified in Japanese schools in recent years, with high profile, well-documented suicides due to bullying. Specific reasons for this were acknowledged to be difficult to identify. Whilst bullying is by no means unique to Japan, it might also be acknowledged that bullying is an “extreme manifestation of the propensity of the Japanese to preserve group homogeneity by expelling those who are different.”

Chronic truancy is also recognised as a growing social problem. It was claimed that approximately one out of every 39 children were ‘suffering from’ non-attendance. The choice of vocabulary reflects the sympathetic concern frequently expressed in relation to this particular problem.     

Triggered by several high profile cases of extreme juvenile violence, Japanese society is faced with the question of how it should deal with moral education. What are the roles of the school, the family and the community? In short, Japanese children are thought to be losing both their innocence and their dynamism or vitality. 

By the twenty-first century, the achievement-oriented education of Japan was widely recognised as a major social problem. As a response, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology set out to counter the tendency to knowledge-oriented education by promoting yutori kyoiku. This policy was designed to give students a more relaxed and enriching educational experience. Firstly, the amount of time spent in classrooms was reduced with the introduction of a five-day school week and a reduction of the curriculum. This recent relaxing of state education has allowed cram schools to jump on the opportunity to exploit concerned parents. Secondly, increasing emphasis was given to fostering a “zest for life” in children. This is associated with improving student motivation through developing students’ ability to think and act independently. 

Parental attitudes

A recent international survey
 revealed a stark contrast of levels of satisfaction with their child’s development between Japanese and Western parents. Only 36% of Japanese parents of children aged 10-12 answered that they were satisfied, compared to approximately 80% in the UK or USA. It is claimed that Japanese parents focus on academic development, over measures such as physical or emotional development. Japanese parents are also more likely to concentrate on how their child compares to its peers, rather than judging their children in terms of individual achievement. Given the consensual nature of Japanese society, with its emphasis on the importance of the group over the individual, this should not necessarily be surprising. 

Poor parenting is increasingly recognised as a social problem. The isolated nuclear family is described as ‘unstable’, notably because of the reduced role of the extended family in providing advice and support in raising children. It is claimed that parents are unsure of what advice to give to their children and increasingly adopt a laissez-faire attitude, which is criticised for being too liberal. 

Parental attitudes to teachers and schools

Teachers in Japan are largely seen as respected professionals. However, as in Britain, teachers were certainly more respected in the past. Parents are not necessarily fully supportive of teachers these days. As information is readily available of good practice and so on, parents are increasingly vocal about any concerns they may have. 

Most Japanese schools seem to enjoy relatively good support from Parent Teacher Associations (PTA). For example, at Hiroshima Municipal Commercial High School, the PTA meets annually and provides financial support to the school, which it raises from bazaars, selling noodles etc. The Principal of Hiroshima Municipal Commercial High School believed that communication with parents was ‘very important’, and said that parents frequently telephone the school to discuss any concerns or problems. 

At the Secondary Education School attached to the Faculty of Education of the University of Tokyo, parents seemed supportive. However, it was acknowledged that the school enjoyed a much higher level of parental support in the past. Nowadays parents are much more likely to disagree and protest. In addition to the usual parents evenings and so on, parents are encouraged to attend the school to watch both sports and performance arts events. More unusually, parents are frequently invited to the school to watch their child’s class present their ‘integrated studies’ presentations. I was lucky enough to witness such presentations during my visit to this school. I was pleasantly surprised to see a high proportion of parents had attended; though notably these were all mothers. The Vice-Principal stated that such parental involvement was an excellent influence on pupils’ progress. 

Japanese education is at a critical stage or crossroads.

It has been noted that due to less emphasis on academic qualifications, Japanese children have lost the willingness to learn. This point can be contested in several ways. Not least is that, from my own observations at least, it seems that there is still a staggering high emphasis placed on academic qualifications. The popularity of cram schools is testament to this. It has also been frequently suggested (particularly by employers and parents) that the shortening of the school week and reduction in the curriculum has resulted in a serious drop in fundamental abilities. The Japanese education system now faces the problem of trying to overcome these problems, whilst retaining the considerable strengths of the current system: not least that it produces students who have an immense amount of knowledge, and who grow into polite, conscientious, attentive workers and mindful citizens.  
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