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Today is a topic on which all of you have a huge amount of experience, although perhaps not a lot of expertise. We are 
talking about the Japanese education system. Much of the material about education is in the on-demand materials in the 
class website. I am only going to fill in a few of the gaps left by those materials.
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As explained in Figure 16.1 of the Statistical Handbook of Japan, the Japanese education is what might be called the 
6-3-3-4-2 system. The “four” refers to undergraduate study, where most of you are now. This needs little further 
explanation.
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Private and Public Education
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However, I think Table 16.1 is worth discussing in a little more detail. This gives you an important indication of the priorities 
of the Japanese government regarding education. Educational institutions are divided into three main categories 
according to funding: national, public and private. National institutions receive funding directly from central government. 
Public institutions receive funding from prefectural or municipal government. Private institutions rely for the most part on 
tuition fees, although they may also have some funding through grants or tax breaks from government. Note which 
funding model predominates at which level of the education system.


Compulsory education is the nine years of elementary and junior high school. Provision of compulsory education is 
overwhelmingly at the public level. If the state expects children to be in school during these years, the state has to provide 
places for children to go to school.


By contrast, kindergartens and early childcare and learning centres are predominantly private. Childcare has traditionally 
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been considered the role of the extended family. But, with more and more parents now in two-generation nuclear families, 
childcare has become a major social issue. Even with a declining birthrate there are insufficient childcare places. Indeed, 
this lack of childcare places is probably a cause of the declining birthrate. Many working mothers cannot get their children 
into childcare or kindergartens. This forces them to choose either children or career. However, creating extra capacity by 
building more kindergartens and training more nursery teachers requires a lot of time and money.
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Nihon Shine / Shine

© Philip Seaton, Tokyo University of Foreign Studies, 2022.

This issue became a major topic of debate in 2016 when an anonymous mother who could not get childcare posted on 
social media a message saying Nihon Shine, or Die Japan. This was a reference to a speech by prime minister Abe to the 
United Nations in 2013 in which he said he wanted to create “a society in which women would shine”. The frustrated 
mother’s wordplay changed “women shine” into “Japan shine”. I encourage you to read her blog post in full. It is in the 
Mainichi Newspaper article linked from the class webpage.
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Private and Public Education
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Now let’s return to this table. Let’s look next at high school education.


In Japan, well over 90 percent of junior high school students go on to senior high school. At this level, public schools still 
outnumber private schools. But, there are far more private senior high schools. There are many private schools affiliated 
with private universities, and many parents want to put their children through private school in order to give them the best 
possible chance of entering a good university.


By the university level, the vast majority of institutions are private. The same is true for specialised training schools, or 
senmon gakko. I will talk more about universities a little later.


For now there is just one more category to look at: schools for special needs education. These schools educate children 
with disabilities and are overwhelmingly public. As the video about child care for disabled kids reveals, education of those 
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with disabilities is not something that can be easily left to capitalist market forces. The money and time required to look 
after a disabled child mean that the government really needs to be active in providing support.
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Education as Right and/or Privilege

Egalitarian 

or 

Reinforcing 
class/wealth 

divisions?
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Some other ways of thinking about private and public education are these. Public education is a right, while private 
education is a privilege. Or, public education is an obligation while private education is a choice. Or perhaps private 
education is a ladder, while public education is a safety net.


Japan’s education system has significant public and private sectors. The areas highlighted are the places where education 
is considered to be more of a privilege, choice, or ladder. This is where the private sector dominates and people pay for 
the privilege. The areas left white are those where education is more of a right, an obligation or a safety net. Senior high 
schools are about one quarter private and three quarters public. But I have highlighted them in the slide because private 
high schools are such a significant proportion of education at this age level.


When the education system is viewed in this way, we see why a lot of the discussion of Japan’s education system being 
egalitarian is partly true, and partly nonsense. It is partly true because there is similar access across the country to free 
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compulsory education. Japan’s elementary and junior high schools are famous for providing uniform levels of education. 
But, it is partly nonsense because going to kindergarten, high school and university all require lots of money. And let’s not 
forget that most children also go to private cram schools, or juku, in preparation for entrance exams. So, ultimately the 
ability to progress up through Japan’s education system is highly dependent on family wealth, and we have already 
learned how Japan is a kakusa society with great divisions in wealth. Graduation from a good university is required to get 
into Japan’s most secure and well paid jobs. Getting into a good university costs a lot of money. Japan’s education 
system, therefore, reproduces the class and wealth divisions within Japanese society. However, this is a characteristic of 
every country’s education system to a certain extent.
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Higher Education
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Let’s now turn to the university sector. This is where the issues of privilege are perhaps clearest to see. The aim of 
Japanese education often seems to be to get into a prestigious university so you can get into a prestigious job.


The first thing to say about the Japanese university system is that there are lots and lots of universities. In fact, one might 
say that there are too many universities. Many will probably go bankrupt as Japan’s population shrinks. Nevertheless, in 
2021 there were 803 universities and 315 junior colleges. There were also 3083 specialised training colleges. Almost 60 
percent of young people continue to some form of higher education after completing 12 years of schooling.


But, of these universities the ones that matter most are those which create a path into the highest-status jobs. In 
particular, the 86 national universities and around 20-30 elite private universities are considered to be the goal at the end 
of high school education. There is something of a myth about Japanese university education that students use it as four 
years of play time, asobi, after entrance exam hell. That might be the case at lower ranking universities, but not at the 
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three national universities where I have taught: Nagaoka University of Technology, Hokkaido University, and TUFS. I think 
we push students really quite hard.

7

University Rankings

1. Marginalised Japan: The (partially self-dug) 
“uniqueness” hole.

2. The English language barrier.

3. Workplace culture: Teaching intensive rather 
than research intensive.

4. Bureaucracy: Long meetings.

5. Money: Not enough of it …

6. Academic imperialism: places non-English-
speaking universities at a disadvantage.

Flawed and biased methodology
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But, despite the highly prestigious nature of the universities within Japan, in global perspective the universities rank very 
low. The most commonly cited international university rankings are produced by Times Higher Education. In the 2023 
rankings, for example, the University of Tokyo and Kyoto University appear in the top 100, but then everyone else is 
hundreds of places below. This, quite frankly, is pathetic for the world’s number three economy. But there are various 
reasons for Japan’s disastrous rankings performance.


The first is that Japan is very good at marginalising itself and being marginalised by others. All the talk of Japanese 
uniqueness means that people think it is OK to ignore what is going on in Japan. Japan needs to think and act 
internationally to do well in international rankings.


Next is the English barrier. You need to publish most research in English to do well in these rankings. Japan is at a severe 
disadvantage here compared to Anglophone countries.
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The third issue is the workplace culture at universities. Actually, this is very good for you, our students. Our job as 
academics is primarily to teach you. If you go to an American university, most of your classes are taught by part-time 
lecturers or graduate students. This is what gives the full time professors the space to publish the research that improves 
their universities’ rankings. University rankings basically reflect research output more than teaching. Japanese universities 
are more education oriented. That’s good for students, but bad for rankings.


Next, Japanese universities are very bureaucratic. Staff spend lots of time on administration and meetings. I wish I had 
fewer, shorter meetings.


The next problem is that there is very little money in Japanese higher education compared to other countries. Let’s look at 
the statistics on the OECD page.


And finally, there is significant academic imperialism involved in rankings. The rankings are produced in the English-
speaking world in a way that clearly benefits English speaking universities. One might even say they are designed to place 
non-English-speaking countries at a disadvantage and create the image that many of the best universities are English-
speaking.


Personally, I dislike rankings for their flawed and biased methodology. But, they are part of our lives and not going away. 
The important thing is this. Before you ever use rankings of any kind, look very carefully at their methodology and 
understanding exactly what they measure. Change a few components of the rankings calculations and you can completely 
change the orders. If universities were ranked by the number of contact hours that students have with tenured professors 
during their degrees, Japanese universities would do very well indeed!
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• Japan scores high on:


• Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)


• Consistent access to high quality compulsory education across the country.


• Japan scores low on:


• Critical thinking and practical knowledge use (e.g. environmental 
awareness survey results).


• English speaking ability … ahem … 


• International outlook in higher education.

Japanese Education Passes/Fails
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So, let me sum up by saying which parts of the Japanese education system get a pass grade, and which parts receive a 
“try harder” grade.


Japanese education scores highly in two main areas.


The first is in general scholastic achievement across the whole population. In measures such as literacy and mathematics, 
Japanese children score highly in international comparisons. See the results of the Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) for more details on this.


A second area is in equal access to education. I made some critical comments earlier about how the Japanese education 
system can reinforce class inequality. However, during the nine years of compulsory education Japanese kids have 
remarkably equal access to good quality education. This is why the PISA scores are high. Japan also scores very well in 
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gender equality in education. In previous lectures we have heard that Japan is ranked very low in gender equality when it 
comes to politics, business leadership and the workplace. However, in terms of access to education, Japanese women do 
very well in international comparison. 


OK, those were the good bits. Now for the less good bits.


Whereas Japanese students perform well on standardised international tests, there are often doubts raised about the 
levels of critical thinking and practical uses of knowledge. The government is trying to address this at the moment by 
changing the examination style from factual recall type questions to critical reasoning questions. Perhaps one 
manifestation of this lack of practical knowledge is in a UNICEF report from 2017. This found that Japanese 15-year olds 
came 36th out of 37 countries in terms of environmental awareness. According to the Mainichi newspaper “… while 
Japanese students' basic academic skills are high, there is little attention paid to real-world issues in the classroom. Only 
44.4 percent of Japanese students had some knowledge of the [environmental] issue and could generally explain it or 
were very knowledgeable about the issue”. Well, not in my classroom. I expect you all to think critically and to be highly 
informed about environment issues by the time we have finished this course!


The second area of great weakness is English ability. One of the great mysteries of the Japanese education system is how 
so much time and money can be spent learning English, but still Japanese students rank so poorly for English ability. I am 
glad to say Gaigodai students are the exception, but I am sure you are all familiar with this problem. 


And finally, as I said, I dislike university rankings. But they do point to a fundamental need in Japanese higher education to 
be more globally engaged. Given its position as the world’s third largest economy, Japan’s contribution to global debate is 
limited. I hope you will all consider what you can do about that before you complete your education in Japan.
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(A) To give you the ability to pass exams and get you to the next stage of 
your life?


(B) To give you the training and skills that will make you a useful employee 
for an organization or company?


(C) To develop your ability to think so that you can cope with situations and 
challenges you will encounter in the future?


(D) To turn you into a good and loyal citizen who will contribute something 
of use to society?


(E) To help you discover yourself as a person?

Education: What’s the point?
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Let me leave you with one final thought … What is the real point of your education? Is it:


A) To give you the ability to pass exams and get you to the next stage of your life?


B) To give you the training and skills that will make you a useful employee for an organization or company?


C) To develop your ability to think so that you can cope with situations and challenges you will encounter in the future?


D) To turn you into a good and loyal citizen who will contribute something of use to society?


E) To help you discover yourself as a person?
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Actually, all of these options are partially correct. But, which is your priority? I think you will get much more benefit from 
your time at TUFS if you have a clear answer in your own head about why your education is important to you. By the way, 
can you guess what my answer is for you? In other words, what do I hope to give you as your teacher?
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