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CABSTRACT]

Japanese School Education Coping with Economic
Growth of Society. Can this be called;

“A Nation Based on School Education’?

Ryoichi KUROHA¥*

“Since the Meiji Restoration (1867) until the present day, more than any other country
in the world, the strong emphasis on school education has played an essential role in the
growth of Japan’s economy and society”. Such comments have been heard from many
people abroad, who are familiar with Japan.

Firstly, it is true to say that until the end of the Second World War (in 1945), extreme
patriotic upbringing has played a major role in school education. In Japan, having no
tradition of worship to a single definite God such as in Christianity or in Islamic teachings,
what the national leaders of the Meiji Era had in mind, was to establish imperial centered
nationalism as the one and only teaching. Since the imperial edict on education was pre-
pared in 1890, it was considered the one absolute teaching of moral. Since the foundation
of Japan, estimated to have occured around the 7th century, it can be considered a histori-
cal fact that the leader holding the strongest power to rule the nation at all times has been
the emperor, but stressing the impact of this mystic phenomenon to its extreme, has in fact
been accepted as an absolute historical view. Thus, confusing myths and tradition to say
that “the emperor belongs to a sacred race”, with historical reality. Since the year 1990, by
methods such as only allowing the use of school textbooks approved by the national gov-
ernment, or by reciting the imperial edict on education at school on commemoration days,
for example, Japanese nationals were brainwashed to this extreme sentiment. Therefore, by
the 1930s, this influence had expanded to concepts of invasion, considering that the emperor
must prove his power to the world.

Secondly, a society has been established in which the configuration of social class is
based relying on one’s educational background (academic and school background). Japanese
society, to begin with, is more or less homogeneous, and even prior to the Meiji Restora-
tion, although there were classifications of shi-no-ko-sho (samurai, farmers, craftsmen, and
merchants), fairly similar growth was seen to take place throughout the nation. However,
since such social classification was abolished, society gradually shifted to standardizing eval-

uation on “To what degree of education have you received ?”, “How many years did you

* Professor and Dean of the Faculty, National Institution for Academic Degrees
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attend school ?”, or “If you have attended school for the same number of years, what
type of school did you graduate from?” and so on.

But yet, until the 1920s (beginning of the Showa Era), the influence of school educa-
tion was still not as strong. This is because workers of 1st type industries such as agricul-
ture, forestry, and fisheries covered over 50% of all workers. Also, the majority of busi-
nesses within urban areas were still mostly private owned, and therefore, one’s educational
background had less impact. So, during that time, rather than considering the “adverse
effects of excessive emphasis on educational background”, it was thought to be modern,
dem<‘>cratic, and efficient, and there was a tendency to aim for such changes.

However, progressing into an industrial society, and later into an information oriented
society, the majority of workers earn wages, where those with higher educational back-
grounds are in a stronger position, and the characteristics of a society based on academic
careers have become clear. Competition to gain higher education became drastic, and cer-
t;in problems have arose. Such changes began in the 1930s during the war and have con-
tinued until the post war years. Since the end of the war in 1945, the political structure of
Japan has changed from being an exclusive nation to a democratic nation, but among
economical and social structure, the blank in between this change taking place, was rather
small,

:l‘herefore, the term “a nation based on school education” can be commonly used for
referring lto the modern and recent years of Japan. As regards the first point mentioned
above, it seems clear that this wording may be applicable. Since the year 1900, the Ministry
of Education has considered nationalistic educational material of moral known as “shushin”
to have a stronger emphasis than literature or mathematics. It has also been clarified that
the foundation for the “shushin” curriculum is based on the imperial edict on education.

As regards the second point mentioned above, rather than what the government tried to
emphasize, it seems adequate to consider this as being the public attitude to seek for higher
education, as well as organized educational programs having enabled the promotion of
school education. To some extent, this may be explained by th following examples:

(a) The educational budget among public expenditures compared the gross national
product, is by no means greater in comparison with that of other countries, and is at
an average standard.

(b) The Ministry of Education which has been in charge of educational administration,
is a governmental organization with a long history, but it’s position within the gov-
ernment at all times has not been an extremely strong one.

{c) Unlike European leading nations, even though the government has not conducted

any such promotional support, the advancement of “private schools” have been aimed
P
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at the progression of school education.

Especially in the expansion of school education sin?e the end of the Second World
War, the establishment of the 9 year compulsory education system, is actually about all
that the government has really played a leading role in. Having upper secondary education
where 95% of the same age group enter upper school and in reality, “all applicants enter”,
as well as the expansion of higher education where approximately half of the same age
group proceed to upper education, it is not true to say that the national and local authori-
ties have done nothing, but it is true that the influence of private schools has contributed
in a much larger way. A private school relies on the parents of it’s students paying tuto-
rial fees for covering the majority of it’s operating cost. From this point of view, the
prosperity of private schools can be considered as to reflect the strong public attitude to-
wards education.

However, the expansion of school education today has reached saturation. The comple-
tion of upper secondary education is only an evidence of completing compulsory education,
and by even completing higher education, this is no guarantee for wages or social status
above average. On the other hand, when almost everyone proceeds to upper education,
those who do not receive high education are socially and psychologically estanged, and in
reality may receive discrimination. In a sense, proceeding to upper education is done “by
habit” in order to avoid this. The future of this nation based on school education is

absolutely unclear.
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