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On the Structure of the Postsecondary
Education System in Japan

Kazuyuki KITAMURA *

This eassay intends to define the concept and the scope of the “Postsecondary Education
System” in Japan. Although the traditional classification of the school system into “primary”,
“secondary”, and “higher” educational stages has long been adopted in the history of modern
Japanese education since the Meiji Restoration, it was during the Taisho era that the concept
of “higher education” which was composed of three types of institutions beyond secondary
level —— Daigaku (Universities), K6togakko (Higher Schools) and Senmon Gakko (Higher Special
Schools) —— was officially established. Other types of institutions such as Shihan Gakko (Normal
Schools) or Jitsugyo Gakko (Vocational Schools) were not included in the category of “higher
education” by the end of World War II.

The new 6-3-34 single-track school system adopted just after the War integrated the pre-war
binary and multi-layered system of higher education into a simple, one-layered (at least legally)
Daigaku (University) system, by up-grading various types of non-university institutions of higher
education. Since then, the concept of higher education has become the same meaning of
“university education”. However, this simple concept of higher education has gradually been
expanding to include not only universities and junior colleges but also non-ollegiate institutions
such as Ko6tosenmongakko (Higher Special Schools) or Senmongakko (Special Schools) beyond
secondary level, and new types of institutions of higher educati(;n, such as the University of
the Air.

The year 1975 was a significant period when the traditional “higher education system” in
Japan began to transform into ‘“the postsecondary education system”. The transition from
“higher education” to “postsecondary education” was promoted by a series of legislative actions—
the passage of a Law for the Promotion of Private Schools (Shigaku Shinko Josei-Ho) and a Law
for Special & Technical Schools (Senshugakko-Ho) at the Diet. After the enactment of these laws,
the quantitative expansion of the private sector of the university-type higher education has been
temporarily (at least for five years) restrained, while the public subsidy to private universities
was legally justified. At the same time the social status of the non-collegiate sector (Senshugakko)
are officially upgraded. This is a dramatic change in the direction of policy-making of higher
education in Japan, for government had long adopted a “no support, no control” policy to
private higher education.

Postsecondary education as a whole in contemporary Japan is composed of a 2.5 million

* Professor, Research Institute for Higher Education, Hiroshima University
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student collegiate sector (universities and junior colleges, including correspondence education)
and a half million student non-collegiate sector (Senshugakko and Kakushu-gakko at post-
secondary education levels). Educational opportunities consist of the following three sectors:
higher education, further education , and life-long learning opportunities. The educational oport-
unities provided are so diversified and fragmented in terms of forms and functions, it becomes
extremely difficult to integrate and coordinate the system of postsecondary education as a whole.

T A 4 iti i » i
In order to provide effec rtunities to the individual and social needs in the future

however, it seems necessary to develop a dynamic and flexible system of postsecondary education
as an entity by way of minimum planning and coordination.






