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by the education board of the local government, has become a sym-

bol of social education in Japan. It has played a role in ensuring that
people at the community level were able to exercise their right to education.
It has invariably been involved in facilitating education on various social
issues.

In 2009, a network of civil society organizations on social education in
Japan prepared a report that dealt with the various aspects of social educa-
tion in Japan including the role of the Kominkan. The report entitled “Social
Education/Adult Education in Japan: Policies, Practices and Movements
During the Last 12 Years” was prepared by the Japanese Domestic Grass-
roots Meeting for the Sixth International Conference on Adult Education
(coNFINTEA VI) in November 2009.!

Below is an edited excerpt of sections of the report focusing mainly
on social education and the Kominkan - their history, significance and the
challenges being faced.

THE KOMINKAN, community-based social education institution run

I. Social Education in Japan

Japanese Concept of Social Education?

In Japan, ‘adult education’ (Seijin Kyouiku in Japanese) is not a concept
or term that enjoys wide currency. The commonly used concept is ‘social
education’ (Shakai Kyouiku in Japanese), which can be roughly translated
into adult and community education and is widely used in laws and govern-
ment policies, and in research and practice.

The forms of education in Japan are conventionally categorized into:

a) Home education, which is held privately at home for children;

b) School education, which is the formal education for children
or adults at schools; and

¢) Social education, which includes all educational activities in
society at large falling outside the above a and b categories.
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A wide variety of educational activities come under the term ‘social
education’: they can be nonformal education provided by social education
institutions such as the community learning centers run by local govern-
ments called Kominkans, public libraries and museums, or learning that ac-
companies voluntary activities of citizens in clubs, volunteer organizations,
community organizations, and so on: they can be conducted inside the
classroom in school-type environment where learners are taught by teach-
ers, or outside the classrooms as self/mutual education activity of a group
of citizens who teach and learn from each other: and participants can be of
any age (children, youth, adults or the elderly) and a mixture of different age
groups (e.g., children and adults).

Social education is closely connected to home education and school
education. It includes such examples as parents’ learning to improve their
home education and the activities of Parent-Teacher Associations (PTAs)
aiming for the betterment of school education. Some local governments
have come to offer social education to the residents almost solely related to
home education.

This phenomenon was promoted by the revision of the Social Education
Actin 2001, which clearly stated that a board of education in a local govern-
ment has the responsibility for promoting the residents’ learning concern-
ing home education through classes, assemblies and public lectures.

In the three categories of education, adult education overlaps both
school education and social education: the institutions in the field of school
education include universities, vocational schools (Senshuu Gakkou) and
miscellaneous schools (Kakushu Gakkou, where practical skills such as driv-
ing, cooking and foreign languages are taught) and those in social education
are Kominkans, museums, public libraries, public sports facilities and edu-
cational institutions for young people with a lodging function called Seinen
no le.

Adult education is also provided in various institutions that are not ad-
ministratively designed for education: for example, the labor administration
offices/labor information centers offer seminars and public lectures for em-
ployees and employers.

While the Japanese government has conducted a ‘social education sur-
vey’ every year, it has been largely indifferent to the profiles (such as the
sex and age) of the participants of social education unless the educational
programs in question are targeted to specific sex/age groups. It has tended
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to be satisfied with such rough data as budgets or the number of users of a
given social education institution. For this reason it has not been very useful
when one would like to know the state of adult education/learning included
in social education in Japan.

As mentioned above, the concept of social education itself is all-in-
clusive and indiscriminate about who (and how old) the participants are.
While this is a unique way of categorizing education and has its own merit,
in order to grasp in detail the reality of social education, with which adult
education/learning partly overlaps, it is necessary to modify the methods of
collecting data for a social education survey.

The Constitution and Fundamental Law of Education

After World War II, Japan enacted a new Constitution with three major
principles: sovereignty resides in the people, respect for the rights of people,
and renunciation of war for peace and democracy. Under this Constitution,
the Fundamental Law of Education was enacted in 1948. This law has the
core idea that the purpose of education is to respect and foster the freedom
and autonomy of individuals and that it is important to protect the indepen-
dence of education from political powers. Under this idea, local autonomous
bodies (especially municipalities, not prefectures) have the responsibility for
educational administration. And each local autonomous body must have an
education board that is different and independent from the other adminis-
trative sections in order to keep educational policies free from any political
control from other fields.

From the following year, 1949, a series of education-related laws
were enacted including the Social Education Law in 1949, Library Law in
1950, Museum Law in 1951, Promotion Law for Youth Class in 1953, and
Promotion Law for Sports in 1961.

Right to Social Education

The Social Education Law was soon revised in 1951 with the addition
of a new chapter on regulations for social education director. Revision of
some articles of this law also occurred in 1959. The 1959 revision met re-
sistance because of fear that political control of social education would be-
come stronger. Subsequent amendments of the Social Education Law were
minor, usually with a change of a few words.
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The local governments mainly implemented the social education/adult
education policies under these education-related laws.

Movements on learning and social education would at times support or
join the local governments in implementing educational policies, but also
oppose them at other times. Some movements called for change in these
policies.

In line with the philosophy of the Fundamental Law of Education,
Article 3 of the Social Education Law provides that “State and Public Bodies”
(meaning the national and local governments) have to perform their “func-
tion” of assisting in the maintenance of “congenial environment” for the de-
velopment of social education. Article 12 strictly prohibits these “State and
Public Bodies” from controlling social education organizations and their
activities.

These articles uphold the philosophy of ‘social education’ that the
learners are the subjects who decide on how to develop their own learn-
ing, what cultural and sports activities under some conditions could be cre-
ated through a variety ways. In short, they state the right to learn from both
points of view of freedom and welfare.

Despite these ideas under the Social Education Law, social educational
policies started to change from late 1950s toward control of learning pro-
grams for local residents. Some of the social education (government) offi-
cials who supported the residents’ right to learn were moved from the social
education section to other parts of the administration office for political
reasons. This problem was then known as the “unfair shift of social educa-
tion officials” This problem often occurred during the 1960s and the 1970s.
Moreover, some local governments refused to allow some learning activities
of residents to be held in public education facilities.

Against this policy trend, movements of people articulating the right
to learn and the idea of ‘right to social education’ became popular. In some
municipalities, the power of residents espousing the idea of ‘right to social
education’ changed the social education policies to those that made the resi-
dents themselves the leaders in promoting them.

During this period of tension between people and the national and lo-
cal governments, national-level social education movements were born. For
example, Monthly Journal Social Education started in 1957. This journal
started the annual national conference for social education study in 1961,
which gave birth to the Japan Association for Promotion of Social Education
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in 1963. These developments in the social education movement democra-
tized social education once more and helped social education develop more.
The journal, the association, and the movements are still existing at present.

Contradiction Within Lifelong Learning Act

However, the enactment of the Lifelong Learning Promotion
Maintenance Act® in 1990 changed the previous trend mentioned. This
law provided legal justification for the 1976 report of the Council of Social
Education (National), the 1981 report of the Central Council for Education,
and the policies of ‘lifelong education’ and ‘lifelong learning’ that had already
started to be implemented with budget from the 1981 fiscal year. Moreover,
the Ministry of Education put the Lifelong Learning Department at the first
tier in the structure of the ministry and made social education part of its
function.

The government enacted the Law on Promotion and Maintenance
for Lifelong Learning with no consideration for its relation to the Social
Education Law. The Law on Promotion and Maintenance for Lifelong
Learning mainly covers policies of prefectural governments and for districts
whose areas are bigger than municipalities. It also covers not only about the
policies related to the Ministry of Education but also those related to the
Ministry of International Trade and Industry. The government tried to im-
plement lifelong learning policies beyond the power of local governments,
and also explored a market for lifelong learning business.

In the first half of the 1990s, many Ministries implemented policies that
used the words ‘lifelong learning’ This made ‘lifelong learning’ not merely
a component of educational policies but part of policies on many other is-
sues (industrial, welfare, labor, home affairs, community, etc.). Some local
governments (both prefectural and municipal) responded to this new policy
movement and sought opinions from the public in making their own life-
long learning policies. Some of them made their social education plans on
lifelong learning through their education boards. But before the local gov-
ernments were able to implement their plans in mid-1990s, they started to
face financial difficulties alongside the implementation of the decentraliza-
tion program of the national government. While there is no research data
to be able to analyze whether the local governments were effective in imple-
menting their lifelong learning plans or continued them in the 1990s, it is
clear that the boom of lifelong learning policy has gone away.



174 HUMAN RIGHTS EDUCATION IN ASIA-PACIFIC

Revision of the Social Education Law
Looking back at the legal and political trends in the social education
field since the mid-1990s, several features arose:
a. The regulation that promoted participation of residents in the pro-
cess of adopting social education policies has been weakened,
b. Control by the government of social education has prevailed, and
c. Ideasand policies to protect and support the right to social education
have been set aside.

The decentralization policy of the national government in mid-1990s
promoted the deregulation policy in order to reduce the budget of the lo-
cal governments. In line with this process, the 1999 revision of the Social
Education Law made the provision on participation of residents in policy-
making unclear. The membership of the local residents in the Kominkan
Advisory Committee and the Advisory Committee of Social Education be-
came vague with the use of the phrase “persons who are related to school or
social education.” The provision that suggests democratic selection of repre-
sentatives from among the residents has disappeared.

The Social Education Law was again revised in 2001, just two years
after its last revision. A new provision was added in Article 3, the article
that provides for the principal philosophy of the law (the idea of ‘congenial
environment’ for social education). The new provision, as the second pro-
vision of Article 3, provides that the national and local governments are
responsible both for linking social education to school education and for
improving home education. The 1999 revision was again revised with the
phrase “persons who contribute to making home education better” being
used instead. This again affected the membership of the Kominkan Advisory
Committees and the Advisory Committees of Social Education from among
the residents.

Article 5 of the Social Education Law (Affairs of Local Board of
Education) was revised with the insertion of two new sections: “Matters
concerning the planning of courses in the provision of learning opportu-
nities for home education, the sponsorship of meetings, and the encour-
agement thereof” and “Matters concerning the implementation of projects
to provide young people with opportunities for social service experience,
including volunteer activities, nature experience and the encouragement
thereof”
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These 2001 revisions showed the new policy direction of controlling
social education activities, which seemed to be inconsistent with the basic
principle of ‘deregulation’ in the 1999 revision.

2006 ‘Revision’ of Fundamental Law of Education

The Fundamental Law of Education was significantly revised in
December 2006. New articles were added that provided a different perspec-
tive on education.

A new article entitled “Lifelong Learning” was added parallel to the arti-
cle on social education. In this new article, “lifelong learning” was presented
based on the framework that separates “individual learning” from the soci-
ety to which individuals contribute by the fruit of one’s learning. The article
on social education was also revised by stating that social education should
meet both individual demands and social needs.

The idea of education in these two new articles under the 2006 revision
differs from the original idea under the 1948 Fundamental Law of Education.
The original provision in the 1948 Fundamental Law of Education states that
society should develop through the development of the whole personality
and positive spirit of individuals, whereas the new articles in the 2006 re-
vision define education in the framework of two parallel poles - the ‘indi-
vidual’ and the ‘society’ In addition, the purposes of education in the 1948
law are stated modestly and philosophically. The 2006 revision adds narrow
and moralistic purposes such as respect for discipline in school and love of
hometown (‘love of the country and region’), which do not seem to fit the
1948 purposes of education.

The 1948 provision that education “shall not be subject to improper
control, but it shall be directly responsible to the whole people” was revised
in 2006 by replacing the clause “but it shall be directly responsible to the
whole people” with “and shall be carried out in accordance with this and
other acts” This latter new clause allows other laws to be enacted and read
into the main law, the 1948 Fundamental Law of Education, and thus views
the profound idea of freedom of education in reverse. This revision, in ef-
fect, weakened the idea of freedom of education.

Another new article, now Article 17, adds the idea of a “Basic Plan for
the Promotion of Education” that the national government should adopt.
But the new article also requires local governments to adopt their own edu-
cational plans with reference to such national plan. While this latter com-
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ment seems to restore the idea that local governments have primary au-
thority on educational policy and administration, an important principle of
educational administration in Japan, it actually strengthens the control of
the national government over education.

Under this situation, there is a need to ensure the autonomy of local
governments in both the national basic plan and local plans. It is also im-
portant that the local residents elaborate the local educational plans to be
able to promote the learning activities of people and keep the freedom of
learners and educational institutions. It is a challenge to social educators
to continue and develop the philosophy of ‘congenial environment’ in the
future policies for the promotion of social education.

2008 ‘Revision’ of the Social Education Law

The Social Education Law was amended in May 2008 in accordance with
the 2006 revision of the 1948 Fundamental Law of Education. A new section
was added to Article 3 of the law regarding the importance of stronger con-
nection of social education to both school education and home education.
Moreover, under a new section, the local legislative councils were given the
authority to decide on support for the education of primary and secondary
school students. The amendment of Article 13 loosened the system on public
subsidy for social education. Under the previous system, only the Advisory
Committee on Social Education as a legal committee with representatives
of local residents could give to the local government the approval for its
subsidy on social education groups. This was meant to keep the subsidies to
these groups not subject to government control. The new amendment per-
mitted the local government to subsidize social education groups without
the approval of the Advisory Committee on Social Education, though they
need the final approval of another committee.

Under these amendments of the Social Education Law, there was con-
cern that the important system of participation of citizens in the Social
Education Advisory Committee would weaken. Also, the participation of
the citizens in the policymaking process on adult education would also
weaken with no alternative system for citizens’ participation having been
presented.

The 2008 revisions also changed the qualifications for the position of
social education director by adding as necessary qualifications the experi-
ence of being librarian or museum curator to the experience of being a so-
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cial education associate director or a school teacher. And a new article was
added regarding the “evaluation” of the management of Kominkans.

Outsourcing the Management of Institutions for Social Education

During the decade of 2000s, the national government compelled local
governments to outsource the management of public facilities under the
decentralization policy. The 2003 revision of the Local Autonomy Law in-
troduced the designated manager system. Although this revision was ex-
pected to exempt social educational facilities, the Ministry of Education,
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) supported the application
of the system to social education facilities by issuing a statement entitled
“About the Application of Designated Manager System to Social Education
Facilities” in January 2005. People involved in social education, Kominkan
and public libraries opposed this stance of the MEXT. Those opposing the
MEXT stance included Kominkan Advisory Committees in several munici-
palities, even the one in Hiroshima city where the Kominkans had already
been outsourced to its public foundation. Some of them made petitions to
their local governments against this outsourcing.

The Japan Association for the Promotion of Social Education (JAPSE)
expressed in January 20035 its opposition to the introduction by MEXT of a
new system in managing public social education facilities.* JaAPSE listed what
it saw were problems of the new system:

+ It spread the idea that beneficiaries should pay for public ser-
vices in social education

o It created an obstacle to the participation of the residents in
policymaking

+ It destroyed the freedom of learning because the designated
institutions system prefers profitability and efficiency

+ It denied the continuity of social education

+ It made the working conditions worse and less professional for
people working for social education.

But the MEXT document started to influence some local governments
leading to the change in the management system of some public institutions
and facilities of social education such as Kominkans, libraries and museums.
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Local Governments and Social Education Staff

Social educational policies and programs are mainly implemented by lo-
cal governments. After World War II, social education gained support with
staff under the local Education Boards. In the 1970s, the number of local
governments that officially employed workers for social education gradually
increased. Some local governments took care of ensuring staft allocation for
social education, allowed them to remain working in social education for a
longer period if they wanted to do so, and some of them even hired specific
workers as social education staff who worked only for adult education policy
or programs.

But in early 1980s, some local governments started to assign staff to
social education programs for shorter periods than before. They transferred
staff working on social education to the other administration offices easily.
They seemed to have been influenced by the new theory of managing local
governments. At the same time, due to the national government demand for
the reduction of the number of local government staff, some local govern-
ments pretended that they were reducing, or not increasing, the number of
staff. In the adult education fields, they did it by outsourcing the manage-
ment of social education facilities to outside public corporations that local
governments have helped establish.

In the 1990s, local governments tended to replace the number of per-
manent staff by part-time staff. They also introduced the outsourcing system
more widely. They did the same thing in social education field too. Under
the “designated manager system,’” the relations between the social education
staff and the local government staff weakened because the social education
staffs were hired by outside designated organizations. Local governments’
contact with social education staff was coursed through the designated
organizations.

Similar situations usually gave rise to a social problem in the official
workers system caused by low employment rate of part-time staff. Part-time
workers were usually employed for short periods and their wages were low
and usually could not be raised. Their situation worsened even more when
they were transferred by the local governments to the organizations that
managed the facilities under the management outsourcing scheme.

In general, therefore, the people working on social education policies
and programs could not keep their professional positions anymore and also
faced the same deterioration of working conditions that local government
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personnel encountered. This trend created a serious challenge to social edu-
cation under the administration of local governments.

For a long time, the national government has not adopted a policy that
respected the particular importance of social education and has not im-
proved and reinforced the professional status of the social education staff.
There is a qualification system under three laws for the position of the social
education director, the librarian and the curator. The national government
lowered the level of qualifications under the 1996 revision of government
regulations for the qualifications for these three positions. With the change
of government rules on social education staff system, the recommendations
of the Advisory Committee for Lifelong Learning based on these qualifica-
tions resulted in people with such qualifications not being able to get proper
jobs. The understanding within the government of the value of social and
adult education jobs and their particular quality, and the vision for recover-
ing or recreating the social education staff system failed to progress.

Abandonment of the Youth Education Policies

Before World War II, national and local governments took care and
sometimes organized women and youth organizations, and used them to
implement their social education/adult education policies in Japan. These
women and youth organizations were disbanded, and then revived after the
war. They eradicated their old image of having supported the government
regarding the war, and continued their important role in social education
in local communities. But urbanization caused the gradual decrease in the
number of these organizations, and their role in social education weakened.

In the 1960s and 1970s, the activities of PTAs, the social education class-
es in Kominkans, and other activities led to the creation of many groups of
young mothers. They covered a variety of areas of learning and developed
their own activities. They developed both as target and stakeholders of so-
cial education.

In the 1960s, social education programs in Kominkans focused on
classes for young people who migrated from rural to urban areas with the
aim of helping them live active life in their new places of residence. At the
same time, the activities of youth organizations in rural areas continued. But
with the rise in the number of youth enrolling in secondary schools and uni-
versities from late 1970s and early 1980s, the youth became less interested
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in activities in local communities and the place of youth education in social
education programs weakened.

Due to this trend the Law for Promotion of the Education Class for the
Youth enacted in 1953 was repealed, along with the revision of one hundred
fourteen laws, under the new Package Promoting Decentralization Law in
1999.

The Law for the Promotion of the Education Class for the Youth had
problems. There were youth and other movements that opposed the law due
to fear that it would lead to government control of the educational activities
that were freely developed by youth organizations in local communities. The
law was also opposed on the ground that it promoted a cheap way of educat-
ing young workers, instead of giving more financial support to encourage
them to take night courses under the official secondary school programs.

However, the repeal of the Law for the Promotion of the Education
Class for the Youth was not due to these opposing views. It was in line with
the trend of abolishing youth education programs initiated by some prefec-
tural governments since the early 1990s, similar to the ending or abandon-
ing and turngiving over ‘Youth House; institutions and buildings to munici-
pal governments. Thus both national and local governments retreated from
supporting youth education.

The Advisory Committee for Lifelong Learning, which prepared some
provisions on the deregulation of the education activities under the Package
Promoting Decentralization Law, explained that the Law for Promotion of
the Education Class for the Youth lost the need for its existence because of
the increase in the number of youth going to upper secondary and higher
level of education. Consequently, this situation weakened the youth educa-
tion policies in the communities.

At the heels of the decreased support for youth education in late 1990s
rose the phenomenon of youth who did not have the “will to work” giving
rise to popular terms like “freeter” (young person who refused to become
permanent employee, taking temporary or part-timework instead)® and
“NEET” (not in education, employment, or training). The Ministry of Health,
Labor and Welfare launched projects such as “Supplementary School for
Self-help of Youth” from July 2005, seminars, and Support Station for Youth
in Community all over the country. But these projects were limited to sup-
porting the youth in gaining employment by ‘enlightening the youth about
work’ and ‘supporting the youth to adapt to the society’ They were far from



Social Education and Kominkan 181

the educational projects that support the youth in freely organizing learning
movements by themselves.

In December 2006, the government issued ‘the Integrated Plan for
Supporting Re-Challenge; consisting of projects from the different minis-
tries. The plan does not only have projects on youth education but also on
adult education. The plan seemed to be based on the idea of making people
adapt to the existing social structure. Would this plan develop its perspec-
tive and include educational projects that support the development of peo-
ple’s critical consciousness in a variety of fields and bring up people who
would make their own society by themselves based on this consciousness?
Would this plan include the education on labor unions that support work-
ers’ consciousness about their right to work? But the ruling party changed in
2009 and a different policy was adopted.

Social Movements Related to Social Education Movements

Japan has a long history of labor and union education movements since
before the World War II. The Labor College of Tokyo and the Labor College
of Osaka, established in the 1920s (Taisho era), fostered the thoughts and
culture of workers who led the labor union movement and sometimes en-
gaged in labor disputes. After World War II, many study/learning clubs
within the labor unions came about. At present, there are also some active
learning movements of workers such as the Association for Labor Education
or the Unions of Civil Engineering and Construction Workers.

From the 1960s, some local government public workers’ movements
started to develop their activities together with the movements of residents
in developing municipal-level learning movements to change local gov-
ernment policies. Social education staff often managed such movements
as members of local government public workers’ union. Teachers’ unions
also organized learning movements in the community such as ‘Meetings on
Education, and some of them developed programs together with the learn-
ing movements of residents in the 1970s and the 1980s. In some cases, the
farmers’ cooperative movements and other cooperative movements devel-
oped together with or including social education movements.

The establishment of the Japanese Trade Union Confederation in 1989
was a momentum for the labor movement organizations in Japan. This de-
velopment can also be viewed differently. It can either be seen as the uni-
fication or the division of the labor movement. Actually, labor movements
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lost their power gradually during the 1970s and the 1980s. According to
the summary of the results of the basic survey on trade unions made by the
Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare, the number of trade union members
was highest at 12,699 in 1998 but started to decrease until 2007. The rate of
union membership among all workers has been decreasing since 1975 and
was at 18.1 percent in 2007. From 2005 to 2011, the rate has remained at 18
percent average, and decreased to 17.9 percent in 2012.°

However, there are some movements that steadily continue as well as
some new movements. For example, in some regions, local government pub-
lic workers learning movements continue or recover their strength together
with the residents’ learning movements. The activities of the Institutions
for the Study of Problems of Local Bodies in some regions of Japan and the
continuation or the recovery of the Learning School Movements of Local
Bodies are also examples. Moreover, new labor movements of non-regu-
lar workers have arisen due to their worsening working conditions. These
movements should get the attention of people in social education to know
how and what learning movements would develop from them and how do
social education movements learn from and contribute to them.

Il. Kominkan

The Kominkans constitute one of the primary institutions for social edu-
cation in Japan. In July 1946, the then Ministry of Education recommend-
ed through an official letter to local governments the establishment of
Kominkans in the communities. The Kominkans were established not only
for people to learn about democracy and engage in educational and cultural
activities, but also to provide a place for people to meet and develop their
abilities together by performing industrial, welf