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Introduction





	Why should we study education reform?  The key to answering this question is to understand the role of education.  Education plays a pivotal role in the formation of the next generation, both in terms of their knowledge, but also of their behaviour, characteristics, and their beliefs.�  A reform in the contents of education, therefore, can ultimately bring about social reform.  To understand the Japanese education system of today is to begin to understand the Japan of tomorrow.


	Reform can be brought about in many ways, but this paper will present two models.  These two models are by no means exclusive, and they have been developed by looking back at what has happened to education reform in Japan with hindsight, rather than by considering the ways which the reformers intended the changes to be brought about.  The first of these models is referred to as the ‘Leap of Faith’ (see Diagram 1).  Both the Meiji and Occupation reforms of the Japanese education system were ‘Leaps of Faith’, whereby ideas for a new education system were developed and the plans were implemented rapidly.  Such a method can be successful, particularly in a country such as England during the 1980s education reforms, where the opposition was not in a position to combat the reforms.  However, the weakness of this method, is that if the opposition, at any level, grows, then it will lead to a readjustment and undoing of those reforms which were considered to have gone too far.  This occurred in Japan following both the Meiji and Occupation reforms, when after some time there was a period of re-reform, when the excesses of the initial reforms were undone.�


Diagram 1 - ‘Leap of Faith’ Model of Reform


�EMBED Unknown���


	The period of re-reform raises questions about the validity of the perception that both the Meiji and Occupation reforms were successful.  For if they had been successful, then such re-reform should not have been necessary.  However, the appraisal of the education system is based on a longer view of the education system, that actually includes these re-reforms as part of the original reforms rather than treating them merely as ‘fine-tuning’ to the system, which overlooks the significance of some of the changes.  However, the main point to take from this is that in assessing education reform, one has to take a longer view than simply what occurs in the early years, and also include the reforms that occurred because of the initial reforms or were reforms that evolved out of ideas that were initially raised, but not implemented, during the first stages of reform.


	The second model of reform can be termed the ‘Tsunami Model’ (see Diagram 2).  In this case there is an initial shock and change to the system, followed by a period when the reforms continue to be implemented at a gradual pace, to the point that many may overlook or forget the fact that the reforms are going on, until a point is reached where the pressure for change builds up, the reforms gain speed and there is more rapid change to the system.  However, as there has been time for these changes to develop, there is less chance of there being a period of re-reform in the future.


Diagram 2 - ‘Tsunami’ Model of Reform
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	The ‘tsunami model’ can be seen in the case of the present Japanese education reforms.  The initial shock was created by Prime Minister Nakasone when he first initiated the education reforms with the creation of Rinkyôshin, an ad hoc body made up mostly of those sympathetic to his own agenda.�  Rinkyôshin made its recommendations and some changes to the education system were adopted on the basis of these recommendations.  However, this was not the end of the reforms.  During the following years many of the other recommendations gained support within the Monbushô (Ministry of Education, Science, Sport and Culture - MESSC).  In 1996, Chûkyôshin, an advisory body to the Monbushô, published a report which made this new found support very explicit.  This gave extra impetus to the education reforms.  The tsunami was now reaching land, and so speeding up and gaining strength.  Early in 1997, Prime Minister Hashimoto also gave his support to the proposals being made, giving the tsunami even greater strength and speed.  It appears that the tsunami is ready to come crashing against the shore - whether it turns out to be the final stage or merely a point, which will be followed by a period of gradual change and build up again, will remain to be seen.





‘Healthy Internationalism’





	So what is the new education system?  The initial stages of reform concerned two main areas.  The first of these could be termed ‘healthy internationalism’, that is internationalism combined with what Nakasone referred to as ‘healthy nationalism’.�  Nakasone explained what he meant by the terms at an LDP seminar in Karuizawa in 1987;


‘What is healthy nationalism?  To give a simple definition, it is when a race or group of people who share a common destiny are aware that they share a common destiny and make every effort to enable the country to grow and prosper politically, economically, and culturally.  It is when they have their own identity, or sense of self, in the world politically, economically, culturally, and otherwise and co-operate to contribute to that identity.  Without this, there is no way that a nation will be able to stand on “its own two feet.”’�


The central point of ‘healthy internationalism’ is the belief that to be internationalised and to work in an international environment effectively, people should also know about, and respect, their own country.  Implementation of this ideology can be seen in reforms to the teaching of foreign languages in Japan, and in the increased use of hinomaru and kimigayo.�  For example, English textbooks now contain sections that help children learn how to explain about Japanese culture and lessons on other countries in Asia, as well as countries such as Britain and the United States. A few of these measures have baffled some foreigners, such as the inclusion of texts about Ainu in lower secondary school English textbooks.�  However, the inclusion of such material not only helps the Japanese children improve their understanding of their own country, but also it improves the knowledge of foreigners about Japan, as some will come in to contact with the textbooks directly and others may ask Japanese about it (without necessarily being able to have the conversation in Japanese).


	The second area of initial reform was related to ‘healthy internationalism’ and reflected the increased emphasis on tradition and control.  These reforms included increasing the amount of teacher-training, improving the quality and lengthening the period of the teacher’s probationary employment to one year.  These reforms were extremely significant as they related to Nakasone’s wish to deal with Nikkyôso (Japan Teachers’ Union),� that had often been a thorn in the side of the government and Monbushô.�  If these reforms were one of Nakasone’s priorities, then one has to conclude that the reforms were at least partially successful.  For Nikkyôso is no longer the force that it used to be, tending to take a more establishment-friendly line.  Even the new Zenkyô union that has adopted Nikkyôso’s traditional Marxist line, is not a significant force in the education debate.�


As well as appearing to increase control over the teachers, the reforms also helped maintain traditional elements in other ways.  The proposal to change the start of the academic year to September from April was largely rejected because it was felt that there was no overriding demand or need for such a change, and that it was preferable to maintain the traditional start which is closely associated with the image of cherry blossom.�  Moral education courses were also reformed to help ensure that traditional Japanese qualities are learnt by the next generation.


	However, these areas of the reforms are not particularly remarkable as they contain elements that most who study Japan feel comfortable with, that is they are the sort of reforms that one would expect, especially when one considers that the reforms were initiated by Nakasone, who was noted for being a traditionalist.  Although it was largely only these areas that were successfully implemented during the early years of the reforms, it would be a mistake to think that the reforms did not achieve more significant changes.





Yutori and Ikiru-chikara





	Perhaps the most significant part of the reforms are those which have now been kick-started by the intervention of Prime Minister Hashimoto, but which have their roots in the recommendations made by Rinkyôshin.  The broad title for these reforms is ‘liberalisation’.  However, the terms used to collectively describe these reforms have changed over the years, even during the three years of Rinkyôshin.  After a short time, the terms ‘jiyûka’ (liberalisation) and ‘jûnanka’ (diversification) became ‘kosei shugi’ (the promotion of individuality), ‘kosei no sonchô’ (respect for individuality), and ‘kosei jûshi’ (an emphasis on individuality), with the second two eventually being chosen over the first, which was criticised for being too inflexible and difficult to understand.�  However, the terms have evolved again to become ‘yutori’ and ‘ikiruchikara’ which are clumsily translated by the Monbushô as ‘room to grow’ and ‘zest for living’.�


	These reforms have been spear-headed by the introduction of the 5 day school week.  First introduced in 1992, with one Saturday off per month, it has now been increased to two Saturdays off per month, with the aim to introduce a complete 5 day school week in the early years of the next decade, following revisions to the content of the curriculum.  The aim of this reform is to give children more time to do what they want, both in terms of study, and more particularly, of rest and play.  The initial worry that the free time would be spent at juku, has so far appeared unfounded.�


	The second reform in this sphere is the introduction of 6 year secondary schools.  This would be a major reform as it would bring an end to the standard 6-3-3 system.  The advantage of such a system is that it would get rid of the period of entrance exams between lower and upper secondary schools, and make it easier to co-ordinate the curriculum across the secondary school years, which have become effectively mandatory in Japan due to the high numbers that continue study after compulsory education ends with graduation from lower secondary school.   However, the worry that some have is that it may increase entrance exam problems at an earlier stage.  There is also a technical problem, since lower secondary schools are usually established by municipalities, whereas upper secondary schools are established by prefectures.  However, it is probably the hope that these schools will be private, thus helping to reduce the burden on the state - though the increased ‘privatisation’ of the education system has many critics.


	The third reform is the introduction of more credit-based schools which give students greater opportunity to study what is of interest to them and relevant to their own career paths rather than forcing them to follow the paths set out by their parents and teachers, and by the expectations of future employers.  However, as is happening with voluntary activities, which are also being promoted under the new education system to the extent that children are almost expected to do voluntary activities, children may still end up being encouraged to follow certain paths.


	One of the most controversial reforms is the proposed relaxation of the school district system.  Under the present system, children attending public education, go to the school nearest their home.  However, in an attempt to increase competition and improve standards, it is being proposed that children, or at least their parents, be given greater choice.  However, there are numerous problems with such a reform, such as how to measure the standards of a school when the teachers are being rotated, how to get access to schools (considering the transport problems in many cities), and how to select students.  On top of this the proposal would appear to go against the goal of improving school-community links.


	Other reforms include the improvement of lifelong learning, which began with the initial wave of reforms.  For example moves to increase children’s creative ability.  Although no evidence exists to suggest that Japanese children are less creative than their counterparts in other developed nations and indeed, what little evidence there is would suggest that the Japanese are more creative than many of their counterparts.  Also the reforms included measures to develop training in information technology.  Changes were made in this area while the problems of what is termed as the ‘dark side’ were also taken into consideration.  The slowness of progress in improving information technology education was demonstrated in 1997 with the release and success of one of Japan’s first ever major charity records à la Band Aid, made by the popular producer Komuro Tetsuya and his associated stars.�


	However, throughout the reform process the emphasis on ‘liberalisation’ has operated at the higher levels of education first, and been introduced gradually and in smaller amounts to the lower levels later, where the emphasis remains on maintaining standards and ensuring that all children get the appropriate foundation of facts, knowledge, and behaviour.


	The increased ‘privatisation’ of the system could mean the start of a radical new period in Japan, epitomised by the reduction in subsidies to universities, which, combined with falling student numbers, could lead to university mergers and closures, which have been almost unheard of up until now.  Changes at the universities have also been reflected in changes related to one of the issues that helped start the education reform debate, ‘examination hell’.  It is difficult to ascertain to what degree the phenomenon ever really existed and whether it was really that different from or worse than what any child experiences when taking exams.  However, what is becoming clear is that with more students making choices based on what they want to study rather than on where they want to study, and with admission increasingly based on recommendations rather than exams, the problem has lessened.  Ironically this may lead to a new problem - the creation of a generation unable to deal with pressure.


	The other problems that started the education reform debate back in 1983 were related to juvenile delinquency, ijime (bullying), suicide and school drop outs.  Each of these remains a problem - to an extent.  Compared to other countries, the figures for Japan seem remarkably good, but the Japanese are not content with these levels and are striving to reduce them - though there is no clear programme for achieving this, the hope seems to be that all the reforms will work together to help the situation.  The statistics continue to fluctuate, and the situation appears to be like the chicken and the egg as the stories are reported in the media.  When media interest grows, particularly highlighting a few of the worst and most horrific cases of bullying, juvenile delinquency, suicide and even murder, so the figures appear to rise.  Yet it is hard to determine whether the problem is really getting worse, or whether people are becoming more inclined to report cases which may have otherwise have been overlooked.





Successful?





	Previous studies of education reform in Japan have tended to emphasise the differences of opinions and frictions involved (in particular Leonard James Schoppa’s study, Education Reform in Japan: A Case of Immobilist Politics, Routledge, London, 1991).  However, recent years have seen a general coming together and the projection of a more united front.  Whether the reforms are successful or not, depends on what definition of success is being used.


	In order to discover whether the education reform programme was ‘successful’ or not, it is necessary to define the parameters by which ‘success’ and ‘failure’ can be measured.  One of the most significant problems with many works, including Schoppa’s, is the lack of a satisfactory definition of ‘success’ and ‘failure’.  Education remains a subjective area, there is no agreed way in which education should be pursued, and it does not have the positivist laws that are found in economics for example, and thus it makes it difficult to define ‘success’ and ‘failure’ in terms of its position relative to an agreed educational theory.


It is interesting to reflect upon what Schoppa wrote about concerning ‘success’ and ‘failure’ in his study;


‘The use of such words as “failure” and “immobilism” perhaps produces the impression that this study is based on the idea that education reform is necessarily desirable in Japan.  In fact, it seeks to avoid that normative issue.  Observers inside and outside Japan have pointed to many strengths of the Japanese education system, and it may be that some of the changes sought by the government were not desirable.  Immobilism may or may not be “good” depending on one’s viewpoint.  Maintaining a formal neutrality on this normative issue, the study aims to explain empirically the inability of the government leadership to achieve its reform objectives.’�


Despite the recognition that the whole desirability of education is a ‘normative issue’, the emphasis of Schoppa’s study is very much that the reform process was a ‘failure’.  His apparent definition of ‘success’ would be ‘the complete implementation of those policies desired by the government’.  However, as the ‘government’ contains many different groups, with differing views and ideologies, such a definition is hard to use accurately.


One way to overcome this problem is by defining the key actor as Nakasone rather than looking at the government as a whole.  Therefore, the degree to which the reforms were a ‘success’ or ‘failure’ will be measured in terms of the implementation or non-implementation of policies that Nakasone espoused.  Although on the surface, this has the clear advantage that the likelihood of conflict over what is being sought is greatly reduced, some conflict still exists as Nakasone appeared to alter his opinions and goals throughout his political career.  However, by the time he had become Prime Minister his goals and ideologies had largely stabilised, and it is these ideologies that are of importance to this study, rather than the various stages of evolution of his ideologies up to that point.  In particular, one can use those ideologies that Nakasone espoused in his book Atarashii Hoshu no Ronri and ideologies that are consistent with the contents of this book.  The book was based on volumes of notes that he made when he had ideas about policies during his time as a politician.  He has described the book as ‘my “bible” on politics.  When I became prime minister, I utilised the important points in this book’� and that it ‘contains my DNA on education ideologies.’�


	Another issue that has to be dealt with in defining the parameters for success and failure is the time scale.  This is a lot harder to adequately define.  One problem is that different people may have different perceptions of the time scale during which the reforms should occur.  For example, Nakasone almost certainly would have wanted the reforms to be implemented during his time as Prime Minister, however unlikely this was, so that he could take full credit for the reforms, and hopefully profit from the success at the polls.  Yet, history teaches us that such a short time scale can be both unrealistic and inappropriate, and this is what is reflected in the differences in the ‘Leap of Faith’ and ‘Tsunami’ models that Japan has experienced to date.


Although different people will have different perceptions of what is meant by ‘success’ and ‘failure’, there are many that feel that ‘on the whole it was a success.’�  Horie Shin’ichirô believes that the Nakasone education reforms ‘should be called the third education reform.’�  Diagram 3 shows how various types of people evaluate Rinkyôshin’s work, and clearly shows how most feel that it was a ‘success’.  However, there are also those, such as Fujita Hidenori, who admit that ‘the system is changing’ but say ‘that is not a good thing.’�


Diagram 3 - Evaluation of Rinkyôshin
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Source: Ichikawa Shôgo, Kyôiku Kaikaku Kadai to Takusonomî to Kaikakuan no Asesumento, Kokuritsu Kyôiku Kenkyûjo, Tokyo, 1995, 116.


The fact that people such as Fujita and Horio are not happy with the direction of the reforms probably points to the fact that the reforms are proceeding in the direction that Nakasone intended.  However, it is important to note that the successful implementation of the reforms does not necessarily mean that the changes will bring about their intended results.  It is still too early to judge the real results of the reforms in this respect.  Indeed, it may take another ten years or more before it becomes clear whether the reforms have been successful in this respect, as it will take at least this length of time before the reforms can all be seen working together, for their affects to experienced by the next generation of schoolchildren, and for these children to grow up to become members of society where they have influence on future policy making decisions.


In conclusion, if one was to take the definition of success to be the creation of an education system that is based on ideologies consistent with those of former Prime Minister Nakasone, then it would appear that the reforms are moving in the direction of a success.  However, for Nakasone personally, the reforms have taken too long for him to get the credit he is due, especially since Prime Minister Hashimoto has now hijacked them, or to reap the rewards at the polls, and so are not as successful as if the reforms had been introduced as in the ‘Leap of Faith’ model.  However, without Nakasone and his involvement in the education reform process, it is unlikely that the present reforms would have been possible now.  On top of this, the way the reforms have evolved, like the ‘Tsunami Model’, may ensure that Nakasone’s influence on the future of Japan will be more effective and long lasting than if there had been a ‘leap of faith’ followed by re-reforms.  The Japanese education system has changed and is continuing to change, and this will have far reaching implications on many areas of Japanese society in the future.








This paper is based on a presentation made at the Japanese Politics Colloquium at the University of Leeds on 3rd September 1997, which was later updated. I would like to thank the Daiwa Anglo-Japanese Foundation and the Japan Foundation Endowment Committee for their help in supporting my research during the crucial final year, especially in funding my visit to Japan in November/December 1997 so that I could interview former Prime Minister Nakasone, Monbushô officials, and prominent academics. ). Much of the material has been further updated and is available in my book Japanese Education Reform: Nakasone's Legacy
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