School System and Teacher Education in Japan

The Japanese school education basically constitutes a ladder system consisting of a six-year course at
elementary school, three years at junior high school, three years at senior high school and four years at
university. But, thanks to the introduction of institutes of technology and secondary education schools,
students currently have more choice, and diversification of schools are promoted.

The laws on which the system of school education is based are the Constitution, the Basic Act on
Education, the School Education Act, and other related legislation. As for compulsory education, the
Constitution stipulates parents and other guardians are obligated to have children receive general
education and that compulsory education programs should be provided for free. The Basic Act on
Education also states compulsory education programs should cover a total of nine years, and that
national and other public schools offering compulsory education should not charge students tuition
fees.

Children start studying at schools for compulsory education in the first year after they turn six years
old. Children (between the ages of four and six) can also receive preschool education programs at
kindergartens. They cannot study at any type of school before they reach the legal school age.

The School Education Act cites eight factors as educational targets to be achieved at elementary
school, such as (1) nurturing correct understanding of and cooperation in mutual relations of people as
well as fostering students' spirits of independence and autonomy based on experiences in social life in
and outside school; (2) teaching students about correct understanding of the situation and tradition of
their hometowns and homeland as well as actively developing their spirit of international cooperation;
and (3) nurturing basic understanding and skills concerning housing, food, clothing, industries, and
other factors that are needed in daily lives. Meanwhile, educational goals at junior high school comprise
three topics, such as (1) further fulfilling education targets at elementary school and developing abilities
necessary for students to become members of the nation and society; and (2) nurturing fundamental
knowledge and skills regarding occupations needed for society, building an attitude of putting a high
value on work and developing capabilities for students to make a career choice according to their
individual characteristics.

To achieve these goals, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT)
has set guidelines for school teaching, which are standards for educational curricula. The ministry
screens and approves textbooks that meet requirements in the guidelines as the main educational
materials at schools.

Levels of educational achievement are measured based on absolute criteria and are evaluated
according to the targets specified in the state-set schoolteaching guidelines. In addition, nationwide
academic ability surveys are conducted to review the goals and contents of the schoolteaching
guidelines as well as to examine to what degree those targets have been achieved.

As for education at home and elsewhere, the School Education Act refers to compulsory school
attendance and bans guardians from offering compulsory education programs for their children at their
homes. However, in some cases, parents and other protectors have their sons and daughters receive
education at home when there are serious problems for their children, including bullying, their refusing
to attend school and health issues.

In relation to Japan's educational system, the government is considering integrating kindergartens
— facilities for preschool education — and day nurseries, which are infant care facilities. The
government is also considering introducing "grade skipping" systems at post-compulsory education
schools.
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Teacher Education in Japan

teacher education in Japan, as shown below, is based on the two major principles. teacher education
at university and the open policy. One of the principles is that all teachers ranging from kindergartens
to senior high schools should be developed at university. The other principle is that teacher education
should not be limited only to a certain type of school, such as normal schools in the prewar period, and
anyone who has earned certain credits stipulated in the School Teacher's License Act at any university,
including national and other public universities as well as private ones (or organizations equivalent to
those schools), should be able to obtain teaching licenses.

In reality however, most teachers for compulsory education, especially teachers for elementary
school, are fostered at national universities and faculties of education (both of which are operated by
national university corporations), while part of junior high school teachers and many teachers for senior
high schools are developed at general universities. Those national universities and faculties of
education are set up in each prefecture. As a major purpose of these national organizations is fostering
teachers, such schools are known as "Teacher education universities and faculties." Those who hope to
become teachers can also receive training programs at general universities that are officially allowed by
the MEXT to provide teacher education courses.

In the 1990s, teaching was more or less established as a specialist job. Developing specialists is work
concerning human relationships that centers on highly sophisticated intellectual skills, and nurturing
those human resources inevitably requires long-term, intellectual professional education. Therefore,
master’ s courses for teacher education have been set up within graduate schools of many education
universities and teacher education faculties. Also in 1996, a doctoral course was set up within a newly
established graduate school primarily sponsored by the Tokyo Gakugei University and the Hyogo
University of Teacher Education.

In 2008, amid the trend of developing highly specialized human resources at professional graduate
schools, the teacher education graduate school system (professional schools for teacher eduation,
professional degree progem) was introduced. The system is designed to train students who go on to
graduate schools after acquiring bachelor’ s degrees to be teachers who have practical leadership and
development abilities. The system also aims to develop professional teachers who enter those graduate
schools into school leaders equipped with theory, practice and practical skills.

A report on "reform and improvement in teacher education at graduate schools" was released in
2013 by the MEXT's panel of cooperators on the implementation of temporary measures to improve
teachers' qualifications and abilities. Reform and improvement in teacher education at graduate
schools have since been called for. The report uses the term "advancement of teacher education” as a
key word to explain future challenges and directions. In this era, it is essential not only to nurture new
teachers through undergraduate programs but also to train teachers at master's courses. It is especially
recommended that the significance of graduate schools for teacher education be clarified and
teacher's capacities be enhanced. The report mentions policies to be adopted in the future. The
document, for example, states that individual teachers need to obtain advanced expertise and
leadership skills via training or other programs at graduate schools throughout their career as teachers,
so that they can acquire practical leadership abilities and other capabilities to better respond to new
forms of education and increasingly complicated challenges facing schools. In enhancing teachers'
skills and abilities, the report also says it will be useful to collaborate with teacher education graduate
schools and other types of graduate schools as well as to make full use of their educational capacities
via various efforts, such as boards of education and other bodies offering training programs for new
teachers through collaboration and fusion with graduate schools for teacher education.
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Under such conditions, reviews of teacher education courses have also been proposed by the MEXT's
Central Council for Education's working group on improvement in pedagogical education recruitment
and in-service training programs, and other such groups. These proposals demand that undergraduate
teacher education courses cover the following matters: (1) techniques for learning activities
encompassing differing subjects that can respond to interaction among different types of school; (2)
methods for learners to study voluntarily and cooperatively; and (3) theories and instruction methods
targeting students with developmental disabilities and those with special needs. Meanwhile, graduate
schools are required to cover topics, such as (1) practical subjects that put priority on interaction
between theory and practice; and (2) contents to promote tie-up and cooperation among educational
boards, universities and graduate schools.
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