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Abstract

Purpose: During Japan’s initial pandemic prevention and control period, the Ministry of

Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology of Japan (MEXT) issued several notifications

to ensure students’ continuous learning according to the “leave no one behind” philosophy. This

study focused on the comprehensive measures comprising top-level arrangements to implement

the “suspending classes without stopping learning” initiative.

Design/Approach/Methods: The study reviewed MEXT’s guide on ensuring learning for

Japanese primary and secondary school students during the pandemic.

Findings: The pandemic has accelerated the development of the information and communications

technology educational environment and the implementation of the Global and Innovation Gateway

for All (GIGA) schools initiative. These developments laid the foundation for the evolution of diverse

pedagogical models and feasiblemethods for promoting equity. The home schooling experience during

the pandemic provided a natural base for students to practice and foster survivability.

Originality/Value:This paper provides scholars with an understanding of the opportunities and chal-

lenges encountered in educational innovation in Japan. It provides insights into the future direction of
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pedagogical development, capability development, and effective educational arrangements for extraor-

dinary circumstances to facilitate educational development from a broader perspective, particularly

under the new normal.
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Introduction

Despite having a sophisticated and agile crisis response system due to frequent natural hazards,

Japan was not spared from the pandemic, which resulted in temporary school closures. The educa-

tion disruption caused by this unknown public health crisis has threatened the public’s right to edu-
cation at an unprecedented scale and rate (UNESCO, 2020). Although most schools in Japan

reopened in early June 2020, students and teachers across the country still face temporary school

closures or are prevented from physically attending school for various pandemic-related reasons.

The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology of Japan (MEXT) is part of

the executive branch of the Government of Japan and coordinates educational, cultural, sports, sci-

entific, and technological affairs. MEXT implemented a series of measures based on the “leave no
one behind ” philosophy, which aims to ensure that all students are protected from infection and can

engage in continuous and reasonable learning safely and healthily. These measures are collectively

called the “suspending classes without stopping learning” initiative.
A more resilient teaching and learning configuration allows learning even under exceptional cir-

cumstances. However, a comprehensive examination of top-level arrangements to ensure continu-

ous learning is lacking. Existing research had indicated that due to the pandemic’s impact, Japan has

developed an information and communications technology (ICT) education environment to avoid

further delays in students’ learning (Sato, 2020) and has proposed methods to provide students with

equal learning opportunities (Sato & Saito, 2022). However, an integrated review of MEXT’s
top-level design to examine the “suspending classes without stopping learning” initiative and a dis-
cussion on the specific measures, opportunities, and challenges is lacking. Studies have found that

school closures have increased mothers’ anxiety about parenting (Takaku & Yokoyama, 2021).

Despite this, guidance on how to respond and facilitate home schooling support in the new

normal is insufficient.

To bridge this gap, this article reviews the “suspending classes without stopping learning” initiative
that the MEXT announced during the pandemic. It aims to provide an understanding of the opportun-

ities and challenges of educational innovation in Japan, as well as of pedagogical developments,
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specifically talent training, which is essential for educational arrangements in extraordinary circum-

stances. Furthermore, we share insights into stimulating an operative home-learning pattern and facili-

tating educational development for the new normal. This study focused on answering the following

questions: What were the basic states of teaching and learning during the period of interest? How did

MEXT develop and maintain a continuous learning environment? What insights did this exceptional

home schooling experience bring to talent cultivation and educational reform?

The remainder of the paper is divided into three parts. First, it outlines the status of Japanese

primary and secondary schools during the initial stages of the pandemic prevention and control.

Second, it presents the measures supporting MEXT’s “suspending classes without stopping learn-

ing” initiative, including promoting and developing an uninterrupted learning environment, creat-

ing guidelines for home study subjects, and implementing measures to maintain students’ and
staff’s mental health. Finally, it presents the insights drawn from these comprehensive measures

and revelations.

Overview of government and school responses to the pandemic

prevention and control

Since February 2020, Japan has gradually introduced countermeasures in response to the temporary

suspension of schools due to the pandemic. To protect students and staff from the risk of infection,

on February 28, 2020, MEXT instituted a nationwide temporary closure of schools from the begin-

ning of March 2020 (MEXT, 2020e) and established a series of measures to safeguard students’
continuous learning—which the pandemic disrupted—using more flexible means where possible.

These measures included enhancing the ICT educational environment, particularly the accelerated

implementation of the GIGA school program, and publishing a content portal to guide students of

all levels to study at home. The GIGA school program the MEXT proposed in December 2019

(MEXT, 2019a) aimed to ensure that every public elementary and secondary school student in

Japan was equipped with a computer connected to a high-speed network. This was achieved

ahead of the original schedule, which was set for March 2023.

Furthermore, by June 1, 2020, 99% of public schools in Japan had reopened (Lv, 2020).

However, due to the changing infectivity of the pandemic, schools still faced challenges such as

sudden closures and the provision of support for students and staff unable to attend classes in

person. These challenges required more sophisticated and dynamic responses to meet educational

and teaching needs during the new normal. Thus, MEXT further strengthened human, financial, and

material resources to support the resumption of schooling. Moreover, MEXT collaborated with

broader organizations, such as the Japan Student Services Organization, NHK Educational TV,

and the National Council of Mutual Aid Organizations for Faculty and Staff, to provide diverse
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resources and follow-up on students’ and staff’s mental health. These efforts ensured the mainten-

ance of a scientific and orderly teaching and education system, providing a strong impetus to sustain

continuous learning during class suspension.

Advancing and developing the continuous learning environment

The imperative for continuous learning due to the pandemic has further prompted Japan to accel-

erate and improve the ICT educational environment. Its flexible application in education guarantees

more optimal, personalized, and creative learning for children living in Society 5.0, and also helps

narrow the inequality gap (Hagiuda, 2019). According to a survey on ICT usage in schools pre-

pandemic, Japan ranked the lowest among the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and

Development (OECD) countries in terms of classroom time spent using digital devices (OECD,

2020). Moreover, the percentage of students who owned computers varied significantly across

regions within Japan. The highest prefecture-level ownership rate (1.9 persons per computer)

was 3.9 times higher than the lowest (7.5 persons per computer) (MEXT, 2019b). However, the

pandemic has compelled students and staff to temporarily suspend their attendance at offline

schools, thereby creating a surge in the demand for more convenient digital teaching materials, a

more flexible information-based pedagogical environment, and a more adaptable academic environ-

ment. MEXTadopted measures to maintain continuous learning wherever possible and to ensure imple-

mentation of the “leave no one behind” initiative, which is also a priority in Society 5.0.

The super-intelligence proceedings underlined in Japan have left room for the advancement

of a continuous learning environment. Society 5.0, Japan’s concept of a super-intelligent

society, was first proposed in the Fifth Science and Technology Basic Plan (Fiscal 2016–

2020) (Cabinet Office of Japan, 2016). Its emphasis on the construction of an intelligent envir-

onment and the utilization of ICT has provided the backbone for the creation of a new system

that closely integrates the digital world and practical conditions. It is no longer finances but

data that are connecting and driving everything (Office of the Prime Minister of Japan,

2019). The vision of a data-driven Society 5.0 for the integration of intelligence into a con-

tinuous learning environment has provided sufficient technological dynamism to accelerate

the construction of more flexible teaching and learning models and the creation of a better

educational environment. This paves the way for more equitable educational conditions and

can foster students’ contemporary qualities and competencies.

Accelerating the application of ICT in education
Even in exceptional circumstances when students and teachers cannot attend school, the MEXT

has made every effort to guarantee continuous learning by actively improving the ICT education
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environment and accelerating the GIGA school program. The MEXT requires schools to ascertain

each student’s home ICT environment and, based on their understanding of the national situation

after consulting with suppliers, experts, and local governments, create a context in which students

are not constrained by time and distance, thereby maximizing continuous learning. More import-

antly, the MEXT aims to guarantee technical and financial support for terminal-grade and finan-

cially disadvantaged students (MEXT, 2020a). The findings from the pandemic have shown that

an average of 85% of primary and secondary school students maintained continuous learning

through ICT support during school closures (MEXT, 2021).

The accelerated realization of the GIGA concept in schools helped maintain implementation of

interactive online education to the maximum possible extent. Initially, GIGAwas to be realized in

schools in 2023, but the pandemic hastened its implementation. Given the GIGA school program’s
achievements, MEXT set April 3, 2021, as the beginning of its operation, which became the official

date regarding when each public elementary and secondary school student in Japan would be able to

access a computer. As of late July 2021, 84.8% and 91.3% of public primary and secondary schools

nationwide, respectively, use terminals (tablets and laptops) across all grades (MEXT, 2021).

The application of ICT in education is a viable means of sustaining continuous teaching and

learning during exceptional circumstances and an effective way of sharing educational resources

and engaging in intercommunication. The improvement of the ICT education environment based

on technology empowerment and the application of the GIGA concept to schools has provided

strong support for ensuring implementation of the “suspending classes without stopping learning”
initiative. These factors have also provided the necessary impetus for the creation of a more flexible

and sustainable learning environment. Simultaneously, a more diverse educational context for stu-

dents living in Society 5.0 has been created, particularly after the imbalance in access to e-learning

terminals was addressed. Additionally, broadening the scope of e-education has contributed to edu-

cational equity and has provided opportunities to improve the efficiency of educational affairs.

Launching learning support to encourage home schooling
The Children’s Learning Support1 portal is among the leading home schooling guides, and it

prevents severe delays in students’ learning (MEXT, 2020d). On March 2, 2020, the MEXT

launched a home-based self-learning portal for students of all grades nationwide, the content of

which includes interest- and school-subject-based guidance modules. Learning support provides

ideas and directions for students and assumes an essential role in providing home schooling guid-

ance. Websites take advantage of the Internet’s interconnectivity. Through cooperation with mul-

tiple entities, learning support offers a variety of electronic educational materials and platforms

that further expand and enhance access to resources and maximize the protection of students’
learning.
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This section discusses home-based self-learning guidance on fundamental school subjects in

primary and secondary schools and presents the basic concepts that play an essential role in

guiding students’ self-learning. The guidelines for language subjects (Japanese and foreign lan-

guages) are based on textbooks and supplemented by other digital resources (e.g., books, newspa-

pers, magazines, audio, video, and website content). The guidelines emphasize listening, speaking,

reading, and writing, while developing students’ ability to think, judge, express themselves, and

appreciate language culture. The math and science guides focus on reviewing, testing, and deepen-

ing students’ understanding of the subject matter. Guides on visual arts and music focus on culti-

vating students’ capacity to produce and perform related work and nurture their artistic sensibilities

through lectures and videos on websites. The home economics and technology subject guides focus

on cultivating students’ application of life skills and improving their lifestyle through pedagogical

knowledge. The special activities offered focus on students’ family role identification, which is con-

ducive to clarifying commitments in the family context, while helping to entrench self-assignments

in study and life. The special activities also strengthen independent problem-solving skills.

Learning support websites, which are constantly updated, currently fall under the category of

lifelong education. The subject-based guides provide directions for self-learning, and the home

schooling experience functions as a foundation for students to practice applying classroom knowl-

edge and bolstering their autonomous ability, information literacy, and problem-solving capacity.

Students are also encouraged to learn how to think, acquire knowledge and skills, and survive,

while consolidating and deepening their knowledge base.

Improving complementary measures to ensure continuous learning
The MEXT has implemented a series of measures to ensure continuous schooling and accommo-

date the long-term nature of the pandemic. Although in-person schooling has resumed in Japan,

there are still cases in which teachers or students are unable to physically attend school because

of the threat the virus poses. Therefore, the MEXT has intensified its policy of providing human

and financial support to ensure a safe, healthy, and continuous learning environment.

From the classroom practice perspective, the MEXT recommends staggered classes with restruc-

tured class hours to prevent crowded teaching environments or delayed course completion (MEXT,

2020a). For example, the high school at which one of the authors of this article teaches reduced

class time from 50 min per class to 35 min per class, scheduled classes on Saturdays, and shortened

the long school holidays. Furthermore, students unable to attend in-person classes can take home

the ICT terminals supplied by the school and stay connected by attending synchronized online

classes, while receiving distance learning guidance at home. Evidently, a more flexible classroom

model combining online and in-person methods strengthens continuous learning and allows for

timely and accurate tracking of students’ academic progress.
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Regarding financial support, the MEXT strives to “leave no one behind” by providing agile mea-

sures such as fee subsidies, waivers, deferred payments, and/or scholarship support for students

from underprivileged families. Moreover, the MEXT has optimized the configuration of staff

deployment, the highlight of which includes flexibility for principals or deputy principals to

teach in place of teachers temporarily unable to attend class. The MEXTalso advocates cooperation

between schools and education boards to improve the feasibility of the temporary transfer of tea-

chers (MEXT, 2022a). Furthermore, the MEXT has provided substantial human resources

through the mass recruitment of eligible retired teachers, tutors, university students, education-

related nonprofit organization staff, and community workers as supplementary teachers (MEXT,

2020b).

The MEXT has also prioritized the mental health of students and staff, with the aim of ensuring a

positive mindset for educational progress. Changes in the level of virus infectivity have posed chal-

lenges to the initially relatively stable space, time, and format of teaching and learning, definitively

impacting students’ and staff's mental health. Since the outbreak, the MEXT has actively assessed

students’ mental health through three measures: (1) Schools and teachers are required to contact

parents regularly and promote parental supervision; (2) 24-h emergency help is provided to

assist children suffering from stress, bullying, and prejudice due to the pandemic; (3) online patrol-

ling has been strengthened, especially for students who are unable to attend school, to prevent dis-

crimination against students struggling with the pandemic. The MEXT has also focused on

alleviating faculty’s workload during this period (MEXT, 2020d). Maintaining good mental

health is crucial for faculty members, as it helps them contribute to a comprehensive, stable, and

harmonious pedagogical system.

Findings and conclusion

When students and teachers cannot attend school physically, informatization helps flexibly sched-

ule learning time and spaces, providing a strong incentive to support continuous learning. Since the

outbreak of the pandemic, the MEXT has been actively and rapidly deploying comprehensive

support measures that adhere to the values embodied in the “leave no one behind” initiative to

strengthen the overall ICT educational environment and self-home-learning instructions, with the

aim of ensuring students’ continuous learning (MEXT, 2020c). The extensive practice of

information-based education in Japan has laid the foundation for the future development of

highly integrated virtual reality interactive learning models and has provided an opportunity to

create new patterns of human–machine co-education. Home schooling also supports talent cultiva-

tion. However, the goals of maintaining the technological strengths of information-based education,

developing a collaborative blend of diverse teaching and learning models, and avoiding the creation
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of a new digital divide remain to be achieved. To summarize, this review highlights the key oppor-

tunities and challenges in education during the new normal. It aims to provide valuable references

for the future supply of more flexible and efficient pedagogical models and a path for educational

innovation and child development. The insights obtained from this research are as follows.

GIGA’s role in educational innovation
The remarkable increase in online learning during the pandemic has shattered the logic that school

suspensions stop teaching and learning. Japan’s accelerated realization of the GIGA in schools has

provided an opportunity to promote a new pattern of human–machine co-education nationwide.

Although Japan has a sense of supremacy regarding their in-person learning culture (Fujikawa,

2020), where students, parents, and faculty need physical rooms to manage information-based edu-

cation effectively, it is clear that adjustments and transformations to concepts, technology, and

psychology are necessary even if the classroom or learning place remains unchanged.

The rapid spread of the pandemic has helped improve Japan’s ICT-supported educational and

e-learning environments. As of July 2021, 96.2% of Japanese primary and secondary public

school students had been provided with computers (MEXT, 2022b). This has not only created a

solid impetus to support continuous learning but has also deepened the informatization of education

in Japan. It has provided an opportunity for the integration of online and in-person education and

encourages sustainable future innovation through diverse educational approaches.

Impact of home schooling experience on new models of talent cultivation
Cultivating students’ self-learning ability is a fundamental aspect of modern education. The home

schooling experience during the pandemic can be viewed as a natural foundation for learning

through proactive exploration and practical application of textbook knowledge. However, the learn-

ing environment and style of home schooling place greater demands on students’ independent
thinking, self-planning, and information literacy skills therefore differing from school learning.

Although schools are the primary places for education, learning-place boundaries are becoming

increasingly blurred with the rapid advancement of educational informatization. Moreover, impart-

ing knowledge within a limited and defined period in school cannot permanently satisfy rapid

knowledge iterations. Therefore, the self-learning ability has become essential for survival in

modern society and is a fundamental prerequisite for lifelong learning. The home schooling experi-

ence provides a natural opportunity for students to practice and test their self-learning abilities. It

also helps faculty members accumulate the required experience for more diverse educational

models to meet the curriculum goal of cultivating students’ self-learning capacity.
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Contribution of family role identification to collaborative education
Identifying appropriate family roles is conducive to family functioning and creates a sound family

education ecology that facilitates collaborative education. Although home schooling experiences

can provide children with plenty of time at home with their parents, families face more complex

physical and psychological situations than usual during the new normal. Recognition of each

family member’s vital role can further promote students’ sense of autonomy and responsibility

and increase the viability of self-learning and living management, which the special activities guid-

ance emphasizes. Special activities do not constitute a discipline but are rather a part of the primary

and secondary school curriculum included to promote academic achievement. This component is

regarded as a pillar of Japanese school education (Tsuneyoshi, 2012). Furthermore, effective par-

ticipation in family functioning is inseparable from identifying parents’ roles in the family.

When parents set a good example that corresponds to family responsibilities and engage in

active communication with their children, they not only promote children’s development but

also provide a strong background for collaborative education, thus improving the quality of

family education.

Balancing value rationality and instrumental rationality in e-learning
The advancement of information-based education has facilitated smart teaching; however, it also

demands more professionalism from teachers. Rational adherence to appropriate educational tech-

nology tools can smarten teaching modes and scenarios and expand the platform for sharing quality

resources and progressive educational ideas. However, the normalization of technology-enabled

education also requires renewing teachers’ literacy and developing their competencies, thus ensur-

ing the educational informatization process’ instrumental and value rationality. Therefore, teachers

need to be proficient to ensure that the appropriate application of ICT is flexible in the teaching

environment. They must scientifically design the classroom structure and stimulate a dynamic,

lively, and warm classroom culture based on value-based rationality, which can foster people-

oriented nurturing values.

Improving the ICT education environment and educational equity
To some extent, further enhancement of the information-based education process has become a

practical means of promoting equity in education in Japan. In particular, the GIGA school

program has improved access to educational resources for students from economically disadvan-

taged families. However, the regional digital divide, which has existed for a long time in Japan,

could further exacerbate educational inequalities by creating an imbalance in the mastery level

of information education, such as inadequate digital skills and a gap in proficiency. As guides,
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designers, and explorers of the teaching process, teachers should update existing concepts and

experiences in education informatics to continuously improve data literacy.
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