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Michel D.Stephens, Japan and Education,
Macmillan, London, 1991, ISBN 0—333—52645—"7

This is one of the most comprehensive and distinguished accounts of Japanese
education in a historical perspective.lt comprises seven chapters,the first of
which indicates the importance of harmony and group unity as the basic
characteristics of the Japanese culture.Chapters two to four trace the educational
ideas, policies and practices from the beginning up to World War Two.Michael
Stephens explains that Japan has a long tradition of regarding education as of
central importance and after the Meiji Restoration,educational investment was
crucial to its modernisation. Such cultural attitudes seem to be the main
factor of Japan's economic success today.Japan s socio~cultural uniformity
was used to promote nationalism and education in Japan.The emphasis has

been on national development,not on the fulfilment of the individual as a




human being.In fact,education was expected to produce people who were
obedient to the government and especially to the Emperor as a symbol of
unity.

The latter chapters deal with the new educational policies imposed by the
United States after World War Two and its changing patterns up to the
present,as they were modified by the Japanese tradition of education.He
comments in detail on the drastic change of education in the 1980s arising
from the Report on Educational Reform which emphasised creativity,thinking
ability and diversity.This reform sought to develop life-long education and
various educational programmes for the individual.lt also sought to make the
educational system suitable for internationalisation and computerisation.

There are some significant characteristics of his analysis the first of which is
his direct experience of Japanese society and education. As a visiting scholar
at Kyoto university,he had a lot of discussions with Japanese scholars, business
managers and ordinary citizens.He could also investigate many important
materials such as educational laws,official reports,articles(e.g.R.P.Door,E.O.
Reischauer and T.Doi),current newspapers and historical literature.As a
result,he has succeeded in substantiating his analysis in a wider context.Second,he
precisely understands that although modern Japanese education is centred
mainly on the most famous universities,the quality of higher education is not
good enough compared with that of western countries.Japanese universities are
primarily teaching institutions with the main function of selecting the best
manpower for society.Government funding is modest and relatively poor
research has been pursued.Third,there are some revealing comparisons with the
British situation.He describes the real life of Japanese pupils such as a longer
school day,shorter vacations, good school discipline, much homework and hard
study at ‘Juku’ (a private non—formal school).In Japan the close mother—child
relationship is regarded as good and success in educational competition greatly
depends on the mother’ s full support,but in England the contrary is the
case.Again,Japan now recognises the necessity of a more broadly-based
educational system to produce creativity and innovation while the British
government is abandoning its tradition of liberal education in search for
greater economic prosperity . Fourth,reflecting the author’ s field of study much
attention is paid to life-long education focusing upon women s education.He
believes that the position of women in Japanese society is an indicator of the
degree of democracy.Japanese women so far suffer severe job discrimination
and carry most of the responsibility for the family.It seems to me,however, there

is a prospect of change for them to be more independent judging from the




increasing numbers of university graduates.

Despite the new prospect for democracy in Japanese education which has
emerged in the late 1980s,there seems to remain strong central influence
affecting the real practice of educational administration.For example,although
the author points to the ‘better in-service training for teachers’ ,it is being
carried out under the strong pressure of party politics.In particular,new
teachers receive exclusive training by senior teachers,in a one to one system,who
are approved by the Board of Education closely connected with the Ministry of
Education. There may be a continuous conflict well into the 21st century
between the new educational ideology and the bureaucracy in education.It is
certain, however, that this valuable book is worth reading with great care and

interest.
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