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According to the Japanese Ministry of Education’s (MOE) 
report Education Reform in the 21st Century,1 Japanese 
society and education is confronting significant challenges.  
Education issues such as student non-attendance 
（futoukou）, acts of violence (konai bouryoku), classroom 
breakdown (gakkyu houkai), and the ijime (bullying) 
problem are well-known and have been discussed and 
analyzed for decades in educational scholarship and the 
popular press.2  The economy has experienced more than 
a decade of stagnation and politicians and business leaders 
are calling on the education system to nurture more creative 
and innovative individuals to invigorate business.  The 
nation is ageing, stressing the employment and social 
security system, while the influx of foreign workers 
challenges Japan self-declared homogeneity. Japan’s global 
role is changing as well.  As one of the leading donor 
nations,3 and the leading economic and political power in 
the Pacific Rim, the expectations placed on Japan from the 
international community have increased, and it is the 
education system that must face the burden of preparing 
future leaders for the nation’s expanding international 
position. 
In response to these educational, social, economic and 
political issues, politicians and the public have called for 
education reform.  In April 2002, the Japanese Ministry of 
Education (MOE) reduced the core curriculum by 30% and 
introduced a curriculum reform known as the Sogoteki na 
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Gakushu, or Integrated Curriculum.  Unlike traditional 
Japanese approaches to education reform that have 
reflected a certain uniformity of curriculum and instruction, 
the provisions of the integrated curriculum reform transfer 
substantial authority to individual school sites and the 
discretion of school site-based administrators and teachers, 
decentralizing the educational decision-making process. 
This paper is based on seventeen months of fieldwork in 
elementary, junior high and senior high schools in Japan, 
specifically in the two major metropolitan areas of Osaka 
(the Kansai area) and Tokyo (the Kanto area).  Based on 
this fieldwork, I construct a cultural model of teaching and 
learning that has emerged in the context of the integrated 
curriculum.  This cultural model of teaching and learning 
focuses on constructions of self and other in the context of 
cultural tradition and change in Japan.  The model 
consists of four approaches to the implementation of the 
integrated curriculum: 1) the human rights approach; 2) the 
community-based education approach; 3) the cross-cultural 
co-existence  approach;  and  4)  the  international 
understanding  education  approach.   Each  approach 
reflects aspects of tradition and change in Japanese society 
 
 
1 (2001) Japanese Government Policies in Education, Culture, 

Sports, Science and Technology 2001: Education Reform in the 
21st Century.  Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science 
and Technology. Tokyo, Japan.   

2 Non-attendance, defined as a student who misses over thirty 
days of the school year, reached 140,000 reported cases in 2002.

3 According to the OECD, Japan’s ODA for 2004 was 8,859 
million US dollars, second only to that of the United States in 
total dollars, but as a percentage of GNP, Japan exceeded the 
US. 
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as the nation contends with ethnic diversity and a changing 
global role.  This paper explores the use of curriculum 
reform as a policy space, and the work of teachers as the 
agents, to discover whether the Japanese nation is adapting 
to its changing international role as well as domestic 
diversity via this decentralized curriculum reform. 
The potential for this study to inform education policy and 
practice in other nations is significant.  This study 
explores a series of tensions that many nations face in 
education policy and practice caused by the forces of 
globalization.  Education policy makers and teachers 
struggle with the tensions that global culture, trade, and 
commerce place on traditionally-held constructions of self 
and its relationship to community and nation.  The global 
flow of people, ideas, goods, finances, and information 
challenges traditional ideas of community, nation, and work, 
and engenders identities that are hybrid and elastic, no 
longer necessarily attached to tradition, culture, creed, or 
nation.4  Marginson argues that the current global context 
presents a new challenge to education, one in which social 
mobility and economic viability compete with traditional 
alliances of community, family, religion, and nation.5 
Education has always played a crucial role in shaping 
national identity.6  Marginson states that modern education 
systems are creatures of the nation-building project. 7  
According to Popkewitz, globalization is challenging the 
collective idea of a nation and citizenry through pressures 
produced by minority groups, and changing migration and 
demographic patterns within nations.8  He characterizes 
the school curriculum as a cultural system through which 
national and global identities are constructed.  The 

                                                             
4 Appadurai (1996). Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of 

Globalization. University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis.   
5 Marginson, Simon (1999) After Globalization, Emerging 

Politics of Education. Journal of Education Policy. Vol. 14, 
No.1, p. 19-35. 

6 Green, Andy (1997) Education, Globalization, and the 
Nation-State. St. Martin’s Press, New York. 

7 Marginson (1999) 
8 Popkewitz, Thomas, S. (2000) Reform as the Social 

Administration of the Child: Globalization of Knowledge and 
Power. Chapter 7 IN Burbules, Nicholas & Torres, Carlos 
Alberto. Globalization and Education: Critical Perspectives. 
Routledge, London. Pg. 157-186. 

curriculum is thus a form of discourse consisting of text, 
experience, and dialogue that forms individuals into the 
seam of the collective narrative. 9   And because we 
presume that the collective narrative will transform with 
time, the curriculum must shape the personality and 
knowledge of the child to contend with the social and 
cultural changes that occur. 
However, Popkewitz reminds us that in order to construct a 
new national narrative, the old vision of cultural identity 
must be deconstructed.  One must disassociate the self 
with the old identities of the collective narrative, a process 
that is wrought with anxiety and resistance.  In a sense, 
“one’s home is no longer located where one thought it 
was,”10 a disconcerting prospect for many people. 
While much of the analysis of globalization’s effect on 
education focuses on the contested territory of the national 
self, implying that the construction of a collective narrative 
through education policy and practice is no longer tenable, 
Green has suggested the possibility that education could be 
a medium to realize social cohesion in the fragmented 
post-modern world. 11   Thus curriculum reform can 
potentially counter global trends, encouraging local and 
communal as opposed to international and global identities.  
One can see how this juxtaposition of the local vs. the 
global can politicize curriculum reform, creating factions 
that push and pull the construction of the child’s identity 
between the traditional and the cosmopolitan.  However, 
Popkewitz examines the possibility of curriculum as a 
hybrid where global, national and local images meet.12 
For all of these reasons, examining the tensions between 
globalization and tradition in education within the Japanese 
national context is timely.  As John Nathon states in Japan 
Unbound, 13  Japan is experiencing yet another identity 
crisis, more profound than anything that has preceded it.  
The forces of globalization that bring foreign labor to Japan 
challenge traditional notions of purpose and place.  The 
presence of foreign children in Japan’s schools causes 
conflict with traditional modes of teaching and learning 

                                                             
9 Ibid. pg. 168. 
10 Wald in Popkewitz (2000) pg. 170. 
11 Green, Andy (1997). 
12 Popkewitz (2000) pg. 172. 
13 (2004) Houghton Miflin Co., Boston, MA. 
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that have well served the Japanese population but seem ill 
equipped to handle the large influx of foreign children. 
In Japan, in times of social crisis, the public and politicians 
alike have historically called upon the education system to 
counter disrupting trends.  In fact, some social scientists 
contend that one of the reasons Japan has a relatively low 
level of crime is due to the stabilizing effects of the 
education system.  According to Chistopher Hood, “It 
may be the case that Japan used education more than many 
other countries to help form suitable characteristics in its 
people.  However, I feel that it is also the case that Japan 
has been more open about admitting education’s role in this 
area, and the process goes on in other countries more 
subtly.”14  This overt attempt to socialize children through 
schooling is embedded in the curriculum in moral 
education lessons, and in the role of Shudan Seikatsu or 
group life, a concept that guides early childhood education 
in Japan.15  This expectation that children will learn to 
function benevolently in a complex modern society through 
lessons imparted at school has created a scenario in which 
schools are held responsible for youth-related acts of 
violence.  Likewise, schools are expected to solve 
youth-related problems as well through moral teaching, 
discipline, and guidance. 
This reform marks is a unique opportunity to examine the 
use of curriculum reform as a space where students can 
reconstruct local and the global identities to contend with 
changing social and global realities.  This study seeks to 
examine if and how Japanese schools and educators are 
utilizing the autonomy provided via the integrated 
curriculum to engage students in learning activities that 
challenge them to confront these very issues.  It is my 
hope that the findings of this study will also inform 
education policy and practice in other nations as educators 
the world over contend with the growing diversity of their 
student body and the conflicts inherent in balancing global 
roles, national solidarity, and ethnic autonomy. 

                                                             
14 Hood, Christopher (2001) Japanese Education Reform: 

Nakasone’s Legacy. Sheffeld Centre for Japan Studies: 
Routledge Series, London. 

15 See Lewis Catherine (1995) Educating Hearts and Minds: 
Reflections on Japanese Pre-school and Elementary Education.  
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, MA. 

Education Reform in Japan: Yutori 
Education and the Integrated 
Curriculum 
Japan is in the midst of its most thorough education reform 
since the immediate post-WWII era.  Since the 1970s, the 
Central Council for Education (CCE) and various 
temporary commissions formed by the Prime Minister’s 
office such as the National Council on Education Reform 
(NCER), have called for education reform.16 
In 1972, the CCE White Paper comments on the declining 
state of students lives, the stiff competition for entry into 
higher education, etc.  The language of the document 
implies that the nation had lost its connection to nature, and 
that human relationships have suffered due to the rapid 
economic growth of the 1960s and 1970s.17 
In 1985, the NCER Report states that, “we find the nation’s 
system of education in a grave state of desolation, and this 
has led to the call for education reform, which is the task of 
this Council.”18  This quote from the document captures 
the prevailing mood of the nation concerning education in 
the mid-1980s. 
 
“over-emphasis on memorization in classroom instruction has 

prevented children from developing the ability to think and judge 

independently…too many stereotyped people have been produced who 

have no distinctive individuality…competition for university entrance 

has intensified, (creating) various manifestations of the state of 

desolution in education such as bullying, school violence, juvenile 

delinquency, and school refusal…Due to socio-economic development, 

the content level of subject areas has been increased…As a result, 

there are some students who cannot keep up with classroom 

lessons…School programs (tend) to be operated on the basis of 

                                                             
16 The Central Council for Education is a permanent deliberative 

body now in its 17th iteration.  Former Prime Minister 
Yasuhiro Nakasone formed the National Council on Education 
Reform (Rinkyoushin) that produced four reports between 
1985-1987. 

17 Reports on Education Reform (1972) National Council on 
Education Reform. Government of Japan. Japanese Ministry of 
Education, Tokyo. 

18 Second Report on Educational Reform (April, 23, 1986) 
National Council on Education Reform. Prime Minister’s Office, 
Government of Japan. pg. 64-65. 
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teacher-centered modes of thinking rather than child-centered ones.  

Urbanization has caused a decrease in places to play for children, 

thinning of relations between neighbors, and the sense of community 

solidarity is weakened.”19 

 
In 1996, the CCE White Paper reiterates many of the 
previous concerns and recommends drastic change 
including the across the board implementation of the 
five-day school week, and the implementation of the 
integrated curriculum.  In this document, the CCE defined 
two concepts that are the current buzz words in Japanese 
education reform: yutori education (education with room to 
grow) and ikiru chikara (zest for living). 
The report defines yutori education as follows: “to have 
psychological and physical space; to reflect and think about 
things; to be able to participate in and experience a variety 
of activities.”20  The Council suggests yutori education in 
the whole society including home and community so that 
children can observe themselves, think for themselves, and 
have a variety of experiences in daily life at schools, with 
their families, and in their communities. 
The definition of ikiru chikara (zest for living) contains the 
qualities and abilities to solve problems for oneself even in 
situations encountered for the first time; the ability to think 
independently; a spirit moved by nature and beautiful 
things; a mind for justice and fairness; respect for human 
rights; the ability to sympathize with and think from 
another person’s point of view; learning for self-realization 
along with demands to meet the needs of a changing 
society; stress on the irreplaceable nature of individuality, 
personal and creative growth of each individual child; a 
spirit of self-reliance; individual responsibility; 
co-existence with others; and tolerance towards cultural 
difference.21 
In April 2002, the New Course of Study took effect in all 
public schools throughout the nation.  With this document, 
the MOE enacted a five-day school week, a 30% reduction 

                                                             
19 Ibid. pg 5-8. 
20 The Model for Japanese Education in the Prespective of the 21st 

Century: First Report by the Central Council for Education (July 
19, 1996) Ministry of Education, Science, Sports and Culture, 
Government of Japan. 

21 Ibid. 

in the content of the core subjects, and the Integrated 
Curriculum, the focus of this study. 
The MOE defines the integrated curriculum as 
environmental and social experience based on observation, 
experimentation, research, problem-solving, and real-life 
learning.  The purposes of the integrated curriculum are 
stated as: 1) to foster student’s ability to find a theme, think, 
judge, and solve a problem on their own; and 2) to nurture 
in student’s the ability to discover their own way of 
learning and thinking, and an attitude to discover topics 
with creativity and individualism.22  To accommodate this 
reform initiative, the Japanese Ministry of Education has 
provided schools three hours per week for the local, 
school-site cultivation of the integrated curriculum. 23  
With the goal of cultivating ikiru chikara (a zest for living) 
among students, individual schools generate integrated 
curriculum plans that state the goals and purposes, describe 
the learning activities for the academic year, and list the 
expected outcomes. 
The MOE issued broad guidelines to schools, 
recommending that they might implement activities that 
focus on one of five areas: 1) environmentalism, 2) 
volunteerism; 3) information technology; 4) health and 
welfare; and 5) international understanding education.  
The Course of Study suggests that students might visit 
factories and learn about the manufacturing process, 
interact with people of different ages such as the elderly, 
and study English as part of international understanding 
education.24 
In the following paragraphs, I construct a cultural model of 
teaching and learning based on the content of the integrated 
curriculum activities I observed during my fieldwork.  
The four approaches that constitute the model (human 
rights, community-based, cross-cultural co-existence, and 
                                                             
22 Education Reform for the 21st Century (2001) Japanese 

Government Policies in Education, Culture, Sports, Science and 
Technology. 

23 110 hours per year at the 6th grade level, which is more than the 
amount of class time allocated to social studies (95) and science 
(95). 

24 The Japanese Ministry of Education (December 1998) 
Gakushuu Shudou Youryou: Shou Gakkou (The Course of 
Study: Elementary School) Ministry of Finance Publishing 
Office, Tokyo. 
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international understanding) have historical precedent in 
the context of Japanese education and society.  Briefly, 
human rights education in Japan emerged in the 1950s and 
60s, the result of the struggles of educators in the greater 
Kansai area to help minority children achieve in school, 
and rid Japanese society of bias and prejudice against the 
Burakumin 25  and permanent resident Koreans in Japan 
(Zainichi Kankoku/Chosen Jin). 26   The National Dowa 
Educators Association (Zenkoku Dowa Kyouiku Kenkyu 
Kyogi Kai: Zendokyo) formed in the 1970s and remains 
active in the pursuit of equality of opportunity for all 
children in Japan.  The City of Osaka is now at the 
forefront of human rights advocacy and education in the 
Asia-Pacific Region. 
International Understanding Education emerged after 
WWII as Japan sought to re-establish its presence in the 
international community of nations.  The Japanese 
Fundamental Law of Education (1947) stressed the 
importance of international exchange and cooperation.  
The reports of the Central Council for Education (CCE) 
throughout the post-war period have focused on the 
importance of international understanding, cooperation, and 
exchange.27 
The cross-cultural co-existence (multicultural education) 
approach evolved in reaction to the increasing numbers of 
foreign children in Japanese schools.  The first ‘systemic’ 

                                                             
25 The Burakumin are a status minority in Japan created through 

political decree in the Edo Period (around 1700) to work in 
lower status occupations. For more information on the Buraku 
issue (in English) see; Dowa Education: Educational Challenge 
Toward a Discrimination-free Japan (1995) Buraku Liberation 
Research Institute, Osaka, Japan; AND Suginohara, Juichi 
(2002) Today’s Buraku Problem: Feudalistic Discrimination in 
Japan. The Institute of Buraku Problem, Kyoto, Japan, among 
others. 

26 Koreans constitute the largest non-Japanese minority in Japan. 
For more information, see Ryang Sonia (2000) Koreans in 
Japan: Critical Voices from the Margins, Routledge, New York. 
AND Ryang, Sonia (1997) North Koreans in Japan: Language, 
Ideology and Identity. Westfield Press, Boulder CO. 

27 See Sato, Gunei (1999) Nihon no Kyouiku to Kokusaika. 
Chapter 2 In Kokusaika to Kyouiku. Sato, Gunei. Housou 
Daigaku Kyouiku Shinko Kai. Tokyo, Japan, for an historical 
perspective on the evolution of international understanding 
education in Japan. 

attempt to consider the implications of multicultural 
education in Japan came about in 1981 with the formation 
of The Intercultural Education Society of Japan (Ibunkakan 
Kyouiku Gakkai).  This group of scholars began its work 
with sixty-four members in 1981—as of 1997, there were 
911 members.28  IESJ’s journal, “Intercultural/Transcultural 
Education” began publication in 1987 and continues to 
print two issues annually. 
Finally, the community-based education approach has 
precedence in school reform efforts in the context of human 
rights education at schools in the Kansai area.  The focus 
on family and community in these reforms guides the 
content of the integrated curriculum at these schools.29 
 
 

The Cultural Model of Teaching and 
Learning 
The cultural model of teaching and learning begins with 
integrated curriculum activities that provide students with 
opportunities to gain self-respect and self-esteem, and 
gradually extends students’ field of inquiry into 
inter-personal relationships, community, nation, and world.  
In the context of the human rights approach, students learn 
about the issue of bullying and its consequences, and the 
value of human life through life studies classes (inouchi no 
kyoiku).  They also explore human rights issues in 
Japanese society such as issues of equality facing the 
Burakumin, the disabled, the homeless, and the elderly. 
The community-based approach opens the doors of the 
school to the local community as students explore 
neighborhood facilities, commercial and residential 
distinctions, transportation systems, and agriculture.  
More importantly, they discover the people of the 
                                                             
28 Ebuchi, Kazuhiro (1997) Ibunkakan Kyouiku to wa.  Chapter 1 

In Ebuchi (ed.) Ibunkakan Kyouiku Kenkyuu Nyumon. 
Tamagawa Daigaku Shuppan Bu.  Tokyo, Japan. 

29 Nunosei Elementary School in Matsubara, Osaka Prefecture is 
an example of this type of school reform: Nagao, Akio & 
Nakano, Mutsuo (eds.) (2001) 21 Seiki e no Manabi no Hasshin: 
Chiiki to Musubi Sogo Gakushu: Nunosei Sho Townworks 
[Learning in the 21st Century: Connecting the Integrated 
Curriculum to Community: Nunosei Elementary School 
Townworks]. Kaihou Shuppan Sha. Osaka, Japan. 
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community—the work that they do and the problems that 
they encounter.  The local dry cleaning service or bakery 
become the focus of student exploration.  Other integrated 
curriculum activities in the community-based approach 
focus on the work of traditional Japanese artisans and 
efforts to preserve their art forms; ancient Japanese history 
revealed in the physical environment through the 
examination of artifacts, museums, and historical sites; 
re-enactment of traditional village life in Japan; and 
environment issues, both local and global.  The 
community-based approach to the integrated curriculum 
shines a light on the Japanese nation, revealing its cultural 
traditions, natural habitat, and the everyday lives of its 
people. 
The cross-cultural co-existence approach adds complexity 
to the cultural model of teaching and learning by adding an 
international dimension to local community.  Learning 
events in this approach consider the growing ethnic and 
cultural diversity within Japan, particularly in communities 
with Korean, Indochinese, and Brazilian populations.  
Students consider the hopes and struggles of immigrant and 
minority students and adults in their communities and learn 
about their native culture and language. 
In the context of the international understanding education 
approach, the focus shifts to consider Japan’s knowledge of, 
and interaction with, the rest of the world.  Students 
discover the world through information technology, 
interaction, dialogue, and debate.  In the process, they 
consider the influence of foreign culture on Japanese 
traditions, the lives of foreigners living in Japan, Japan’s 
relationship with other nations, and Japan’s evolving global 
role and responsibility. 
In the following section, I present a summary of one 
integrated curriculum activity from each approach.  Due 
to space considerations, I have abbreviated the descriptions 
but hope that they provide the reader with a glimpse of the 
actual learning events that are taking place in Japanese 
schools in the context of the integrated curriculum. 
 

The Human Rights Approach: 

The Ijime Issue: Bullying in Japanese Society 
A Human Rights Violation: The Story of Kasumi Komori 

Outside of the Window 

Outside of the Window there is a dream 
Next to the dream there is nature 
Above Nature is the Sky 
Above the Sky, Stars 
 
On this ship we call the Earth 
Whatever Happens, if we look and live for our dreams 
Our smiling face will return and we will embrace the 
morning sun 
We will grasp our memories and tomorrow, embrace 
another dream 
 
Kasumi Komori wrote this poem.  In July of 1999, she 
took her own life at the age of fifteen, just three months 
after entering high school.  A few years after her 
daughter’s death, Midori Komori, formed Gentle Heart 
Project, a non-profit organization dedicated to the 
elimination of bullying and other forms of violence from 
Japanese schools and society.30 
The Gentle Heart Project describes bullying as an act of 
despicable violence.  As a result, many children with kind 
hearts who would never say a word to harm another person 
take their own lives.  The Gentle Heart Project’s public 
information pamphlet depicts ijime as a tragedy for the 
entire society in which children commit suicide and the 
nation loses the lives of many young people.  Ms. Komori 
defines ijime as a small war.  Moreover, she continues, 
“Peace is not just the absence of war but a society in which 
the human rights of each individual are treasured.  We 
cannot allow ijime to continue.  Our children are crying 
for help.  Blood is flowing from their hearts and bodies.  
More than one million children isolate themselves in their 
rooms, another 130,000 refuse to go to school.  Children 
as young as ten are victims of vicious crimes.  We at the 
Gentle Heart Project have a dream to build a society 
without ijime and to this end, we provide lectures, exhibits, 
and educational activities.”31 

                                                             
30 http://www.gentle-h.net 
31 Ijime Shakai no Naka no Kodomotachi. Gentle Heart Project 

NPO Houjin. Pg. 1. 
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A group of fifth graders gathered in the all purpose room to 
listen to Ms. Komori’s presentation.  Ms. Komori started 
her talk by telling students that she knew about the 
problems of ijime before Kasumi died, from newspapers 
and TV, magazines, etc.  However, she admits that she 
now realizes that she did not completely understand the 
issue. 
 
“I thought if these children who had died had enough courage to take 

their own lives, why couldn’t they use that courage to live.  Also, I 

thought that there must be a reason why these children were bullied.  

In addition, I thought that the communication between these children 

and their parents must have been lacking.  Finally, I selfishly thought 

that these children must be weak. I did not understand the burden that 

these children live with everyday being picked on, the kinds of 

emotional scars they must carry.”32 

 
Ms. Komori then talked about her daughter, describing her 
as a healthy, happy child who made people laugh.  Her 
many friends would often come to the house to visit.  She 
told the student audience that she had sought the 
professional assistance of the local mental health clinic to 
help her daughter.  She closed by telling the students 
about establishing a non-profit organization in an attempt to 
rid Japanese society of bullying. 
Ms. Komori followed her talk with some questions for 
students to consider.  She asked them what they do when 
something they say or do hurts another person, even if what 
they said was not intended to hurt someone, be mean or 
bully them. “I don’t have the answer to this question,” she 
claimed, “but I would be pleased if you listened to my 
suggestion.  In this situation, I would say sorry from the 
bottom of my heart.  If you express this from heart to 
heart, others will believe you.  Even if you do not think 
what you did was bad, if what you said or did caused others 
emotional pain, I hope you would apologize.”  She 
reminded students that there are many ways to apologize, 
and if they find it difficult to do, they can ask a parent or 
teacher for help. 
Ms. Komori also implored students to remember that no 
one is born with the right to hurt others. Everyone is 

                                                             
32 Presentation, February 22, 2005. 

different, every child in every classroom is different. Our 
favorite colors are different.  There are those that are good 
at making others laugh.  However, some students are shy 
and reserved.  Also physically, we are all different, some 
are too thin, some too fat.  She closed her presentation by 
telling students that she would be pleased if they remember 
two things: 1) it is never OK to hurt someone’s feelings, 
and 2) it is OK to be different. 
 
 

The Community-based Education 
Approach: Finding Traditional 
Culture in the Community 
Takatsu Elementary School is located in Kawasaki City.  
International understanding education has been a focus of 
the integrated curriculum.  In the process of having 
foreign guests visit school to interact with students, 
teachers began to realize that students were unable to 
answer simple questions about their own culture.  In this 
context, they re-evaluated the integrated curriculum and 
developed the following three goals to help students: 1) 
develop an interest and a familiarity with Japanese culture; 
2) experience and explore community and share this 
knowledge with others; and 3) realize the good aspects of 
Japanese culture and recognize that there are people in the 
community who can teach them about it.33 
In this integrated curriculum activity entitled “Japanese to 
Share Traditional Culture,” teachers asked students to 
locate people in the community to share Japanese 
traditional culture with them.  Teachers suggested that 
students might consider locating someone in the 
community who could teach them about Japanese 
drumming, flower arranging, or traditional musical 
instruments such as the Koto and Shakuhachi (Bamboo 
Flute). 
Students set about their quest to find “Tatsujin” (notable 
people) in their community.  They collected information, 
conducted interviews, and shared this information with 

                                                             
33 Minna no (ii ne) de Kagayaku Watashi: Gakushu Plan [Everyone 

is OK: I Shine: Lesson Plan]  (January 2005). Takatsu 
Elementary School, Kawasaki City. 
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classmates.  They recorded their findings on 3×5 cards 
and considered how to present this information to their 
classmates in a way that was easy to understand.  In the 
process, they recognized the valuable treasures of Japanese 
culture and realized that people in the community still 
practiced traditional art forms. 
These practitioners of traditional Japanese culture visited 
classrooms to introduce students to traditional Japanese 
cultural arts.  One guest teacher introduced students to 
Ikebana flower arranging.  Students asked the guest 
teacher questions such as: How long Ikebana had been 
practiced in Japan?, and, How long she had taught Ikebana? 
After several explorations in the community and visits by a 
variety of guest teachers, groups of students chose their 
Tatsujin and contacted them by phone to arrange an 
interview.  Students ask questions such as, What the 
difficult aspects of the job?, and What do you want people 
to know about your work, art form? 
At this point, students returned to the classroom to share 
their information about their Tatsujin with the class.  In 
the process of sharing and listening to other’s presentations, 
they realized things that they forgot to ask, or additional 
information that they wanted to know.  Each student group 
created a list of questions and returned to interview their 
Tatsujin one last time. 
Groups then planned how to present their final project to 
their classmates using poster boards, introduction cards, 
electronic media, etc.  Each class created a map to 
indicate the location of their Tatsujin’s place of business.  
As a culminating project, students wrote reaction papers in 
which they reflected in their experiences.  Students 
realized that Tatsujin were very important to the 
community but that they numbers were decreasing.  
Finally, they expressed the desire to share this information 
with foreigner visitors to the school. 
On the day I visited this school, three third grade classes 
held lessons as part of a city-wide research meeting.  Each 
class was at a different part of the process of searching for 
their Tatsujin.  For example, one class had constructed a 
map of the shops, etc. in the area that they had discovered 
or visited.  One student told the class that he had visited a 
local tofu shop, another student had talked to his father 
about the family traditional business of kite making.  

Based on this preliminary investigation, students 
considered what they wanted to know more about and 
made plans for further investigation 
In another third grade class, a guest teacher introduced 
students to the art of Japanese flower arranging, Ikebana.  
Students had completed their initial investigations of the 
community and this was their first actual experience with 
traditional Japanese culture.  Students made original 
creations with instruction from the guest teacher.  They 
learned that Ikebana has a 600-year history and that the 
guest teacher had been teaching for 40 years. 
The third class had already experienced the Ikebana lesson 
and the purpose of their class was to reflect on the activity 
and think about what aspects of traditional Japanese culture 
they were interested in, and what they would want to 
discover in pursuit of their Tatsujin.  Students expressed 
their surprise at the difficulty of creating Ikebana.  They 
enjoyed arranging the flowers, paying attention to size, 
color, and design.  They also learned of the long history of 
Ikebana in Japan. 
The teacher explained that many of the students were 
unable to imagine what traditional Japanese culture was 
because they had no opportunity to experience it directly.  
The Ikebana lesson provided students with an actual 
hands-on experience with traditional culture and as a result, 
helped them gain confidence that they could find their 
Tatsujin in the community.  The teacher hoped that 
through this experience, students would understand the 
urgency of retaining traditional Japanese art forms. 
 
 

The Cross-Cultural Co-existence 
Approach: Constructions of 
Brazilians and other minorities in an 
Urban Junior High School 
Ushioda Junior High School is located in Tsurumi Ward, 
Yokohama, an area known for its large minority population.  
Situated across a river that was perceived in the past by the 
public as a “do not enter zone,”34 various minority groups 
such as Koreans and Okinawans settled in the area.  Many 

                                                             
34 Interview, May 17, 2005. 
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Japanese laborers also lived in the vicinity given its 
location to labor intensive industry and affordable housing.  
More recently, Brazilians have settled in the community.  
In this school, about forty students receive supplemental 
Japanese language assistance. 
Ushioda Junior High School’s integrated curriculum 
incorporates a human rights approach to cross-cultural 
co-existence.  The school’s Declaration of Human Rights 
reads: “Each individual, overcoming differences, valuing 
others, enjoying peace, with a eye on the future, gradually 
learning to live together.”35  The school’s human rights 
curriculum embraces four themes noted below: 
 
Number 1: Respect 
Difference is special, Individuals are special 
Accept the importance of others’ lives and culture 
You are the one and only you in the world 
 
Number 2: Friends 
I am not alone, I must rely on others to live 
I am here because I have friends 
Friendship is a most precious treasure 
 
Number 3: Dreams 
Dreams are something to be granted 
Even if you have things you want to do, to become 
If you don’t do anything, you cannot start 
Take the first step 
 
Number 4: Individuality 
Things you cannot do, you do not like to do—that is 
individuality 
People have strong points and weak points 
Your likes and dislikes are your individuality36 
 
2004 was the first year of the human rights integrated 
curriculum at Ushioda Junior High School.  The 

                                                             
35 Human Rights: Jinken wo Soncho Shi, Chiiki to tomo ni Ayumu 

Kyouiku wo Mezasu [Respecting Human Rights, Aiming for 
Education based on the History of Community] (2005) Ushioda 
Junior High School, Tsurumi Ward, Yokohama City, Kanagawa 
Prefecture. 

36 Ibid. 

curriculum focused on the Battle of Okinawa in the context 
of Peace education.  In addition, students studied about 
foreign people living in Yokohama using the following 
questions to guide their investigations: Why do foreigners 
live here? How and why did they come? and, Why do they 
attend this school? 
The first lesson of the human rights integrated curriculum 
featured the chairman of the Ward’s Okinawa Prefecture 
People’s Committee.  He talked about being a 
thirteen-year old boy living in Okinawa when the Battle for 
Okinawa was waged.  One student commented on the 
presentation: “Okinawa is so beautiful.  It is hard to 
believe that a war was fought there.  My father is from 
Okinawa and we have many things from Okinawa in our 
house including a video about the Battle of Okinawa.  I 
heard that my grandfather had been a prisoner.  My 
mother says that we cannot let another war happen.  I am 
here because my grandmother and grandfather survived the 
war and I thank them for that.”37 
Students wondered why so many Okinawans and other 
foreigners live in their community and attend their school.  
Based on this simple question, teachers decided to 
incorporate the history of Japanese overseas emigration 
into the integrated curriculum.  Students began their study 
by first learning about the history of Japanese overseas 
migration from the experience of a teacher in their school 
who was born in Brazil.  To follow up this activity, 
students visited the Japanese Overseas Migration Museum 
in Yokohama to continue their study of Yokohama’s 
historical international connections. 
I visited Ushioda Junior High School on the day that the 
Brazilian- born teacher talked to students about her life in 
Brazil and her return to Japan.  She began the presentation 
with a picture of herself as an elementary school student in 
Brazil and asked the students to think about why she was 
there.  She talked briefly about the history of Japanese 
emigration, how many Japanese went to North America in 
the 1800s but that by the 1900s, most immigrated to South 
America, especially Brazil. 
She relayed the story of her grandfather, from Fukushima 
Prefecture, the oldest son in a large family whose father 

                                                             
37 Ibid. pg 3. 
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had died.  At the time, Japanese were encouraged to 
emigrate.  Advertisements encouraging immigration to 
South America were common and promised the possibility 
of life in a “dream-like country.”  At fourteen, her 
grandfather left the port of Yokohama with his family for 
the 60-hour trip to Brazil.  He arrived in Brazil in 1936. 
 
“At first, he worked on a cotton farm but the price of cotton collapsed 

and he could not sell his product at a profit.  In the second year, he 

tried to cultivate rice but had a bad crop.  During his third year in 

Brazil, he raised vegetables but was confronted with another obstacle 

as his little brother died of malaria in that year.”38 

 
The Brazilian government provided all immigrants a plot of 
land when they arrived in Brazil, but the land was jungle 
and the process of clearing it for farming was difficult and 
often took several years.  She told the students that her 
grandfather did not speak Portuguese, had no money to 
return to Japan, and wanted to be independent.  After 
eight years in Brazil, he found success farming tomatoes.  
At the age of twenty-seven, he married and had five 
children.  His second child was her mother.  In 1963, her 
grandfather collapsed of food poisoning and for four years, 
her mother stayed at home to take care of him. 
Her mother married and she was born in 1980.  She 
started school at age seven.  In Brazil, the number of 
school buildings is insufficient to handle the number of 
students, so schools hold two sessions per day: in the 
morning from 6am-12pm, and in the afternoon from 
12-6pm.  Schools in Brazil do not have a lunch break but 
have a short snack time.  She explained that schools in 
Brazil have no sports club or music lessons and that study 
is difficult. 
She returned to Japan in 1990.  Most of her relatives are 
still in Brazil.  When she returned to Japan, she did not 
feel at all Japanese but very Brazilian.  She attended 
school in Kagoshima Prefecture and had some difficulties 
adjusting to Japanese schools.  For example, she could not 
speak Japanese.  She was also embarrassed by her name.  
She enjoyed playing and cleaning time but also felt that 
Japanese schools had too many rules.  She moved to 

                                                             
38 Field notes: May 17, 2005. 

Tokyo in 1994. 
She closed her talk by reminding students that over 
140,000 Japanese-Brazilians have returned to Japan.  She 
complemented them on their behavior with foreign students, 
telling them that although there are between 20-30 students 
in the school from other countries, she does not hear of any 
discrimination at the school. 
Students shared their comments on the teacher’s 
presentation.  One student wrote of her surprise when she 
heard that this teacher had experienced such hardship when 
she returned to Japan at the age of ten.  “During club 
activities, she always tells me, You can do it if you try.  I 
now understand the deep meaning of this comment.  My 
grandfather was an immigrant and I discovered many 
similarities with my family.  My mother was born in 
Okinawa.  I now have developed a burning interested to 
learn more about immigration as a result of hearing about 
her experiences.”39 
 
 

Japan’s Global Role: NGOs and 
International Development 
Teachers at Kayano Elementary School in Minno City, 
Osaka Prefecture, planned and implemented this lesson in 
collaboration with The Japan Asian Association and Asian 
Friendship Society (JAFS), a local NGO dedicated to 
providing clean water to the world’s poor.  Prior to the 
visit of the NGO, students had spent considerable time in 
the library and on the internet gathering information on 
school life in India, the climate, animals, population, land 
area, sports, festivals, cooking, furniture, music, the history 
of India under British rule, the struggle for independence, 
the life of Gandhi, and marriage ceremonies. 
Students had also explored issues of human suffering and 
deprivation such as the lives of India’s street children.  
They created a poster board containing newspaper clipping 
about street children.  One newspaper article entitled ‘The 

                                                             
39 Human Rights: Jinken wo Soncho Shi, Chiiki to tomo ni Ayumu 

Kyouiku wo Mezasu [Respecting Human Rights, Aiming for 
Education based on the History of Community] (2005) Ushioda 
Junior High School, Tsurumi Ward, Yokohama City, Kanagawa 
Prefecture.  pg. 5. 
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daily life of a girl named Amin,’ describes her as a street 
child who works the New Delhi train station picking up 
trash such as the newspapers and empty bottles left by 
passengers.  She sells these items to recyclers for about 
forty rupees a day, enough money for food.  She feels 
protected sleeping along side the street vendors who often 
spend nights next to their carts.  Another article tells the 
story of street children who live in constant fear of being 
chased away by adults and the police for collecting 
recyclables.  The article talks about the efforts of an NGO 
called Butterfly that provides an outdoor classroom so that 
these children have the opportunity to learn how to read 
and write.  The children also belong to a union for 
working children.  They have pride in their work and 
plans for the future. 
To begin the lesson, a guest teacher from India introduced 
her culture.  With slide photographs, she told students 
about India’s geography, famous individuals (Gandhi), 
famous sites (Taj Mahal), language, etc.  She explained 
that the Indian Government recognizes eighteen official 
languages such as Bengali, Gujarati, Kashmiri, etc.  The 
most prevalent language is Hindi although English is also 
commonly spoken. 
Although the guest teacher spoke in Japanese, a member of 
the NGO staff interjected often, asking students questions 
to see if they comprehended the content.  She spoke of 
Indian’s agricultural products including cotton and sugar 
cane, and transportation such as the Darjeeling Toy Train, a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site.  She displayed artifacts 
such as traditional clothing, Saris for the girls, and 
Sherwanis and Dohtis for the boys.  Students were given 
the opportunity to try on Indian clothing 
Following this, the NGO representative talked about the 
condition of the earth’s water supply.  She illustrated the 
severity of the problem by counting to eight and explained 
to students that every eight seconds, someone in the world 
dies for lack of clean water.  With a globe in hand, the 
NGO representative demonstrated that the earth is about 
seventy percent water.  She used a 400 ml plastic bottle to 
represent the earth’s water supply and asked students to 
guess how much of it is suitable for human consumption.  
She poured a very small amount of the water from the 
plastic bottle into the bottle cap to help the students 

visualize the minute amount of the earth’s water that is 
suitable for human consumption. 
The NGO representative then showed the students slide 
pictures of India to illustrate the dry areas of the country.  
She explained that rather than having four seasons like 
Japan, there were only two—a rainy season and a dry 
season.  She showed pictures of flooded villages during 
the rainy season, wet paddy rice farming, tilling with water 
buffalo, and women and their daughters with water vassals 
on their heads going to fetch water from the village well in 
the early morning. 
A primary mission of JAFS is to build water wells in Indian 
villages.  To close, the representative from JAFS 
encouraged students to contribute to the mission of helping 
India’s children live a better life by building water wells in 
their villages.  Students were encouraged to ask their 
parents for small contributions, and that no amount was too 
small. 
 
 

Discussion and Conclusion 
The educational activities taking place in Japanese schools 
in the context of the integrated curriculum reflect a cultural 
model of teaching and learning that begins with self and 
gradually expands the level of student inquiry into 
community, nation, and world.  In the process, students 
consider their personal relationships with others, the unique 
characteristics of their own communities, social 
diversification taking place within their nation, and Japan’s 
international role and responsibility as a global leader. 
There are 23,420 public elementary schools and 11,102 
public junior high schools in Japan as of the 2004 school 
year.40  Given this fact, it is not possible to generalize the 
results of this study to all schools in the nation.  However, 
based on my observations and the examination of 
publications describing integrated curriculum activities in 
schools throughout the nation, I would argue that the 
cultural model that I have presented for the integrated 
curriculum, with its four approaches, is indicative of many 

                                                             
40 Japan Information Network Statistics.  http://web-japan.org/ 
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schools throughout the nation.  In other words, most 
schools have a community-based approach that often 
considers environmental issues in addition to/or in place of, 
explorations of traditional local community culture.  Also, 
international understanding/multicultural and/or human 
rights education constitute a substantial component of the 
integrated curriculum at a majority of schools.  The 
content emphasis of the approach is often determined by 
the location of the school.  As a result, explorations of 
local community reveal the specific characteristics of the 
locale in which the school exists.  The study of 
environmental issues likewise focuses on the rivers, 
mountains, and waste dumps in the local environment.  
International understanding education takes a variety of 
forms as well depending on location.  For example, in 
Osaka, human rights is the focus while in schools with 
substantial populations of foreign students, the tendency is 
to stress content that focuses on cross-cultural co-existence 
in the community. 
According to a Ministry of Education survey conducted in 
2004, 92.5% of elementary schools and 78.8% of junior 
high schools implement a community-based component in 
the integrated curriculum.  In addition, international 
understanding education (79.2%) environmental education 
(75.3), and health and welfare (71.6%) are implemented at 
the majority of elementary schools in the nation. 41  
However, it is not possible to determine from these 
statistics the nature of the activities that students engage in 
within these approaches.  For example, although nearly 
80% of elementary schools have an international 
understanding education component to the integrated 
curriculum, some schools likely pursue English education 
instruction rather than explorations of ethnic diversification 
within Japan.  On the other hand, the community-based 
integrated curriculum activities at some schools incorporate 
cross-cultural co-existence through interaction with the 
local foreign community. 
In the course of my fieldwork, I have discovered that most 
but not all Japanese public schools are utilizing the 
integrated curriculum to provide students with 
opportunities to reconsider self and other in the context of 

                                                             
41 2004 Ministry of Education Survey. 

the social and global changes affecting Japan.  While 
some schools embrace local diversity in its endless 
manifestations (minorities, the disabled, foreigners) via the 
human rights, cross-cultural co-existence and/or 
international understanding, other schools choose to 
reinforce Japanese traditions through explorations of local 
community. 
Some might argue that the community-based approach is an 
attempt to embed a sense of nationalism in students through 
entrenching the integrated curriculum in local culture.  In 
my assessment, I do not sense that this is the case.  In the 
case of Takatsu Elementary School (described above) for 
example, the decision to focus on traditional Japanese 
culture was the result of a realization on the part of teachers 
that students were unable to answer questions about their 
own culture when asked by foreign visitors at the school. 
Furthermore, as I have discovered and Motani42 also points 
out, progressive educators/scholars have taken advantage of 
the autonomy provided by the integrated curriculum to 
forward their own particular agendas.  For example, 
Nagao suggests a human rights education-based integrated 
curriculum,43 Sato of Tokyo Gakugei University promotes 
international understanding 44  while Tanaka of the 
Development Education Association and Research Centre 
encourages schools to incorporate a development education 
(kaihatsu kyouiku) focus to the integrated curriculum.45  
To my knowledge, equivalent scholarship from the political 
right forwarding an approach to the integrated curriculum 
focusing on traditional Japanese culture is either 
non-existent or sufficiently obscured.  Those who oppose 
                                                             
42 Motani, Yoko (2005) Hopes and Challenges for progressive 

educators in Japan: assessment of the ‘progressive turn’ in the 
2002 education reform. Comparative Education, Vol. 41, No. 3, 
August, 2005, pp. 309-327. 

43 Nagao, Akio (1999) Sogoteki Gakushuu toshiteno Jinken 
Kyouiku: Hajimete Miyou, Jinken Sogo Gakushuu [Human 
Rights Education via the Sogo Gakushuu: Lets Start Human 
Rights Integrated Curriculum] Meiji Tosho, Tokyo, Japan. 

44 Gunei Satou & Eiji Hayshi (eds.) (1998) Kokusai Rikai Kyouiku 
no Jugyou Tsukuri: Sogoteki na Gakushuu wo Mezashite 
[Creating International Understanding Lessons via the Sogoteki 
Curriculum] Kyouiku Shuppan, Tokyo, Japan. 

45 Tanaka, H. (1998) Sougou Gakushuu to Kaihatsu Kyouiku 
[Integrated Studies and Development Education] Kaihatsu 
Kyouiku, (38) 8, 3-11. 
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the current education reforms including the integrated 
curriculum do so based on the premise that this initiative 
will further exacerbate the academic decline of Japanese 
students, an issue that has garnered intense debate in 
scholarship and the popular press.46  To my knowledge, 
there does not appear to be an attempt from the political 
right to counter the ‘progressive’ approach to the integrated 
curriculum, a development that I found surprising. 
This does not mean however that the political right is silent 
on educational issues pertaining to national identity and 
international mission.  In fact, the history textbook issue 
has again become a point of contention between Japan and 
its Asian neighbors, China and Korea.  The Ministry of 
Education has recently approved a junior high school 
history book created by the Tsukurukai, a right-leaning 
think tank.  On July 15, a school district in Tochigi 
Prefecture adapted the book and in April 2006, 2,300 
students will be learning Japanese history using this 
textbook which has eliminated the issue of Korea comfort 
women,47 and watered down reports on Japanese acts of 
aggression against its neighbors during WWII including the 
so-called Nanjing Massacre.48 
In interviews with Japanese educators and administrators, I 
often asked about the seeming contradictions between the 
‘progressive’ education activities I observed in the 
integrated curriculum, and the textbook controversy.  I 
asked Japanese educators if they thought that the content of 
social studies and history texts would change in the future 
to reflect a diverse Japanese nation consisting of 
immigrants from South America, refugees from South-East 
Asia, and minorities from Korea.  The answer 
unequivocally was no, the textbook issue was too 
politically charged.  However, most teachers did not seem 
deterred by this.  In fact, as one educator expressed to me, 
                                                             
46 For a comprehensive review of the academic decline debate see, 

Tsuneyoshi, Ryoko (2004) The New Japanese Education 
Reforms and the Achievement “Crisis” Debate. Educational 
Policy, Vol. 18, No. 2. pp. 364-394. 

47 A reference to claims by Korean women that they were forced 
into prostitution for Japanese troops during the Japanese 
occupation of the Korean Peninsula (1910-1945). 

48 The Japan Times. July 14, 2005 City Opts to use Revisionist 
Texts: Closed-door Decision Sparks protests, irks teachers, 
Seoul. 

the integrated curriculum provides teachers the autonomy 
to incorporate human rights, cross-cultural co-existence, etc. 
without agitating the political right.  This ensures a certain 
degree of autonomy to incorporate content that might 
otherwise encounter stiff political opposition. 
It is clear to me (at least among the teachers that I talked to) 
that Japanese teachers felt an obligation and responsibility 
to provide opportunities for students to consider serious 
social and global issues confronting Japan and the world, 
including the struggles of minorities and foreigners in 
Japan and other nations, the lives of the disabled and the 
elderly, local and global environmental issues, and the lives 
of children suffering from war and want.  Teachers in all 
societies are highly sensitized to changes occurring in 
society and among their students.  After all, teachers see it 
everyday in human form—the students sitting in their 
classrooms who face considerable obstacles to success in 
schools, whether they be foreign children who need 
additional language assistance, or students of lower 
socio-economic status who are in a position of comparative 
disadvantage in the competitive Japanese education market.  
In this sense, the Japanese teachers I spoke with were 
acutely aware of the diversification occurring in their 
nation and sensed the need to equip their students with the 
proper skills and attitudes to live in peaceful co-existence 
with others, both within their national borders and 
internationally.  The activities of the integrated curriculum 
at most of the schools I observed reflected this attitude. 
However, public opinion in Japan does not reflect the same 
level of acceptance to the changes happening in the nation 
as a result of ethnic diversification.  Even in the midst of 
dire demographics that foretell of an acute labor shortage, 
the Japanese public appears reluctant to further open up 
their labor markets and society to foreigners.  A public 
opinion survey conducted by the Yomiuri Shinbun 
(Newspaper) indicated that the percentage of the Japanese 
public willing to accept foreign workers declined from 72% 
(1991) to 57.7% (1996).49 
In a presentation on Japanese immigration policy, Sharon 
Noguchi, a reporter from the San Jose, California area, 
pointed out that the statistics on foreign crime in Japan are 
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released independent of national crime statistics, ensuring 
that they receive maximum media attention.  Based on 
research of Brazilian factory workers in Japan, Tsuda 
argues that the Japanese are willing to tolerate foreign 
workers as long as they do not threaten the livelihood of the 
native population, at which point he suggests that their 
presence will be resented.50 
Another media event that supports this view was a 
television program sponsored by NHK in June 2005.  This 
six hour special aired for two consecutive nights.  Entitled 
“Nihon wa Dou Kawaru Ka? (How Will Japan Change?), 
the program illustrated the deep apprehension of the 
Japanese public to the increasing number of foreigners in 
their country.  In instant opinion polls taken during this 
television special, in response to a question concerning 
whether foreign labor was a possible solution to Japan’s 
labor shortage, less than 50% of the respondents answered 
favorably.  In fact, the opinions of the participants on the 
program reflected a need to further tap resources within 
their nation to solve the labor shortage issue, including the 
elderly and especially women, a seriously under-utilized 
human resource in Japan. 
In one sense, an overarching purpose of my current 
research was to discover if Japan is leaning towards 
multiculturalism.  In this study, I have examined the use 
of curricular reform as an educational space in which 
teachers can help their students explore the challenges and 
possibilities of social change.  While social change is 
always disconcerting to a nation, it is also inevitable.  The 
cultural model of teaching and learning that I have 
described in this paper reflects a systemic educational 
process by which Japanese students can gain the skills and 
attitudes required to live in a global age, full of endless 
possibilities and unforeseen uncertainties.  I believe this is 
happening and furthermore, I feel that the implementation 
of the integrated curriculum has made an enormous 
contribution to the promotion of these ideals. 
Having said that, it is important to point out that not all 

                                                             
50 Tsuda, Takeyuki (1998) The Stigma of Ethnic Difference: The 

Structure of Prejudice and Discrimination toward Japan’s New 
Immigrant Minority. Journal of Japanese Studies. Vol. 24, No. 2 
pg. 317-359. 

Japanese teachers and schools are utilizing the integrated 
curriculum for the purposes noted above.  I was 
disappointed on more than one occasion to find that neither 
educators nor administrators at very diverse schools had 
considered the possibility of utilizing the integrated 
curriculum to forward a multicultural, human rights, or 
international understanding agenda.  Consistently, the 
responses of teachers and administrators at such schools 
reflected an acceptance of the diversity in the school and 
community so pervasive that the need to address it in the 
curriculum seemed unnecessary or even counter productive.  
On more than one occasion, junior high school principals 
informed me that they considered issues such as 
cross-cultural co-existence the responsibility of the 
elementary school.  These principals felt that by the time 
students entered junior high school, their day-to-day 
existence in the midst of a diverse student population had 
eliminated the need to incorporate content focusing on 
cross-cultural co-existence. 
I am reminded of a scholarly work by Tomoko Nakajima, a 
Japanese professor who has written extensive on the issues 
of Koreans in Japan.  She stated her surprise when she 
asked principals in Australia about their multicultural 
education practices in schools.  Their most common 
response was that they really do not practice multicultural 
education, rather the diversity of the students naturally 
creates a multicultural environment.51 
Some of the junior high school principals that I talked with 
seemed to accept the view that the ‘everydayness’ 
(nichijoka) of an ethnically diverse school rendered these 
differences almost invisible.  In fact, Shimizu et.al., in 
their fieldwork in Japanese schools in the greater Kanto 
area, also noticed this tendency to ‘not see’ (miyou to 
shinai) and therefore not attend to, the special needs of 
foreign students in Japanese classrooms.52  It is interesting 
to note that these schools had predominately Asian 
minorities from China and South East Asia, most of them 
born and raised in Japan.  The principals sensed no sign of 
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tension between students.  One wonders if it is because 
these students are visibly and now, culturally 
indistinguishable from Japanese students. 
When I visited these schools, I heard Chinese spoken in the 
halls consistently, indicating that these students did not feel 
the need to hide their ethnic difference to ‘fit in’, a problem 
that is well documented among the Zainichi Korean 
population in Japan.  At one diverse elementary school I 
visited, Vietnamese students approached me, told me their 
Vietnamese names, wrote their names down for me in 
Japanese Katakana script, and helped me try to pronounce 
them.  There was no attempt on the part of students to 
hide their ethnic difference, in fact, they seemed to go out 
of their way to point it out to me, the visiting foreigner. 
However, teachers of supplemental Japanese instruction at 
these schools all expressed a serious concern about 
Japanese language difficulties in many of the foreign 
students.  Regardless of the fact that they were born in 
Japan and their conversational abilities were native, many 
fell behind in ‘academic Japanese’, that is the ability to 
read and comprehend, and write comprehensive essays, 
skills needed for educational advancement to a respectable 
high school in Japan.  Teachers were duly concerned 
about these student’s educational futures.  They informed 
me that there are high schools that they can attend in the 
area but they are not of high academic quality and hence 
create limitations to educational advancement.  Given that 
most foreign students entered Japan in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s, some are just now progressing to the high 
school level and it is still too soon to analyze the data on 
the educational advancement of foreign students in the 
Japanese upper secondary education system and beyond.  
However, Shimizu and others predict that the educational 
options for foreign students in Japan will be severely 
limited.53 
The cultural model of teaching and learning that I have 
constructed as a result of my field work observing the 
integrated curriculum in Japanese schools quite clearly 
reflects a curriculum structure in which students are 
provided ample opportunity to reflect on self and their 
relationships with others in school, community, nation, and 
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world through a human rights, community-based, 
multicultural, and/or international understanding approach.  
However, the strength of the integrated curriculum, that is 
the decentralization that provides teachers with the 
autonomy to create and implement curriculum to align with 
local culture, might also be its weakness.  Most of Japan is 
not ethnically diverse.  Foreign populations tend to 
congregate in the major metropolitan areas and although 
foreign international students and English teachers can be 
found throughout the country, they are considered 
temporary guests, not permanent residents.  As a result, if 
the primary purpose of the integrated curriculum is to 
implement activities aligned to local culture, rural schools 
are unlikely to embrace the approaches I have outlined in 
the cultural model of teaching and learning.  Although the 
statistics of the MOE indicate that 75% of Japanese 
elementary incorporate an international understanding 
education component to the integrated curriculum, one 
would suspect that English education is the central 
component of this curriculum in many rural schools in 
Japan 
There appears to be ample resistance to ‘embracing 
multiculturalism’ in the Japanese nation as reflected in 
public opinion.  However, teachers in many of the schools 
that I visited are making a concerted effort to promote a 
model of multicultural/human rights/international 
understanding education via the integrated curriculum.  
There is real progress to be acknowledged but the road 
remains fraught with difficulties.  Students in the 
metropolitan areas receive exposure to curriculum that 
challenges their stereotypes of others, but rural students 
may not.  The revisions of textbooks to reflect a 
multicultural nation seems highly unlikely. 
It is my hope that the young generation of Japan will 
become adults who learn to live benevolently in an 
ethnically diverse, multicultural society, and contribute to 
world peace and the welfare of humanity through 
international development and assistance.  In my opinion, 
the later of these two hopes is being realized: international 
development assistance through the work of JICA and 
Japanese NGOs remains a priority and as we have seen, 
students are learning about these efforts through the 
integrated curriculum.  However, the recognition and 
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acceptance of an ethnically diverse nation remains at uphill 
journey, but one that many Japanese educators have 
embraced through the integrated curriculum. 
 
 


