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Lifelohg Leawf\ilf\g:
An Instrument fov‘ Jmpv‘ovihg School
Education in Japan?

by Yukiko Sawano

Japan bas long been a society that values and practices lifelong learning.
Embedded in the daily fabric of Japanese life, lifelong learning bas become insti-
tutionalized and bureaucratized. This paper argues that, in spite of this empha-
sts, lifelong learning bas not been successful in so far as building a learning
ethic, one that prizes learning, teaches creativity, includes everyone, and is seam-
less. This paper describes the current state of lifelong learning in Japan, and dis-
cusses the division between non-formal (social) education and Jormal schooling,
problems associated with the latter; and the potential for a revitalized system of
learning. In this new vision for learning, the school, the bome, and the commu-
nity come together as one, not as cooperants with divided areas of responsibili-
Yy, but rather as a single, barmonious unit.

INTRODUCTION

' In order to construct a rich, active and participative society within Japan for the 21st
' century, it is important to build and develop a lifelong learning society — one where
“people can learn at any time in their life stage by freely choosing [from among] the
learning opportunities ... " (Monbusho, 1996, p.2).

Since the late 1980's, the term “lifelong learning” (shogai-gakushu, in Japanese)
has become increasingly celebrated among citizens in Japan. The expression can be
heard and read, quite easily, everyday. In local papers, in government publications,
and in commercial journals, lifelong learning and discussions related to it are
explored in detail. According to a recent public opinion survey on lifelong learning
conducted by the Prime Minister’s Office, participation in learning programs of var-
ious kinds has increased from 40% in 1990 to 48% in 1992 (figures rounded to the
nearest whole number) (Monbusho, 1996, p.10).

Discussions regarding lifelong learning are often quite broad in nature; however,
the perspgctive most closely associated with the term tends to reflect a somewhat
narrow, leisure-oriented view. For many Japanese, lifelong learning relates only to
those specific activities undertaken for pleasure, mainly by housewives and retired
people. In fact, this leisure perspective is borne out in practice as many more adult
learners in Japan take courses related to personal health and sports, such as exer-

O ise, nutrition, jogging, and swimming, and to hobbies such as music, art, flower
EMC irranging, dance, and calligraphy, as compared with courses specific to acquiring
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