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Abstract

This dissertation is about leadership and gender in community learning in Japan
focusing on a case of women professionals working in kominkan in Okayama City.
Kominkan is a public and local educational institution providing community
learning and community development services across Japan. Characteristics of
leadership practiced by women in promoting transformative community learning

for themselves as well as community members were analysed.

Based on a constructivist paradigm and critical feminist perspectives, my
research used qualitative methods covering analysis of national and local policy
documents and information-communication materials by kominkan and narrative
text and voice data from individual interviews with ten female staff members of
kominkan in Okayama City. Validation of early analysis was conducted through
informal group discussion and follow-up interview with two participants. During
the collection and analysis of primary data, | applied voice-centred relational
method (Mauthner and Doucet, 1998; Jankowska, 2014) in conducting and
reflecting on in-depth feminist interviews (Reinharz and Chase, 2001; Doucet
and Mauthner, 2008) in Okayama City in 2016 and 2017. Drawing on leadership
characteristics of women by Grogan and Shakeshaft (2010), | analysed the
research participants’ experiences with leadership and gender and their
aspirations. One of my findings is that they are exercising transformative
leadership with feminist critical perspectives. Their leadership is less visible
than stereotypical (male) leaders; they define leadership as kuroko (backstage
supporter in traditional Japanese play supporting main actor or puppets) or what
Cranton and Write (2008) called learning companions. Women are the majority
in the community learning and lifelong learning profession in Japan and other
countries. Understanding and appreciating women'’s leadership styles is
important in improving the professional development programmes as well as the
quality of community learning programmes lead by them. Recommendations |
propose for Okayama City may be significant for other local governments that
want to take serious measures to promote women working in this profession in

Japan and other countries.
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Chapter 1  Why this research?

1.1 Introduction

| would like to start this dissertation with a short story of myself and why | chose
to research women'’s leadership in community learning in Japan. | have been
working at the same position since October 2003 with no progression, what a
career counsellor would call a career plateau. | applied to study in the Doctorate
in Education programme at the University of Glasgow in 2012. At that time my
second child was growing up to be a child from a toddler, | became less busy
with taking care of her and started to look for a change in my professional life. |
thought pursuing a doctorate degree will give me stimulation and improve my
career portfolio for when | eventually leave the United Nations. Doing research
was not my first agenda, the purpose of further study for me was finding a

meaningful goal in life.

For many years, | did not take the opportunities for promotion as | was either
pregnant, on maternity leave or living alone with my first child in a foreign
country. When | started my doctorate study, | had a chance to be promoted but |
also passed that opportunity as | was struggling with the first year of course
work. Looking back, | wonder if | made such decisions because | was concerned
that | would not be able to fulfil my professional responsibilities or because | did

not believe | was capable of exercising leadership.

In the Educational Futures course | took in the second year of doctorate study, |
chose leadership as a sub-theme among the three choices that were offered. The
course work opened my perspectives on leadership and the diverse ways
leadership are exercised. | found the difference between leaders and leadership

and the concept of transformational leadership interesting and useful in
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reflecting on myself as practicing leadership and followership (Gronn, 2003) at
workplace. | wanted to know more about how other women in education,
particularly in community education, which was my main field of work, were
thinking and practicing leadership. Like primary school teachers in Asia, more
women than men are working in the field of community education. While | met
some women in leadership positions as directors in national ministries of
education and non-governmental organisations, | thought of researching
community educators considering that their leadership have direct impact on

adult learners.

From this broad idea and following the advice of programme instructors, |
narrowed the scope of my research to the educational leadership capacities of
women working in kominkan (/2 E:£E community learning centres) in Okayama
City, Japan. Kominkan, managed by the local governments is a major
institutional structure for publicly financed community education in Japan.
Direct translation of kominkan would mean public citizen’s halls. Appropriate
translation however would be multi-purpose community-based learning centres
where learning activities for diverse age groups are organised by and for

members of community.

The overall aim of my research was to investigate views on leadership by women
working in community learning. The specific research questions which guided
this dissertation are to: understand the public education policy and professional
development frameworks concerning kominkan in Japan, explore concepts and
frameworks for feminist leadership characteristics in community learning and
development, understand enabling factors in the career development of women
working in kominkan in Okayama City, and formulate recommendations to

support them to lead community learning.

In the following sections, | explain Okayama City as the choice of my research
location and how the research questions relate to my professional work in
lifelong learning. In the last section in this chapter, | provide an overview of the

structure of this dissertation.
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1.2 Locating the study - Okayama City in Japan

Okayama City is a capital city of Okayama Prefecture and nicknamed sunshine
city for having many sunny days throughout the year. The city has a population
of over 700,000 and is designated as one of twenty large cities in Japan. This
city has grown in population and size in the past. Mergers with neighbouring
districts took place thirteen times from the 1970s to 2007. Its 790 square
kilometres of lands are divided into four wards with a mixture of metropolitan
city area and agricultural villages surrounded by mountains and Seto inland sea

(Okayama City Government, 2020).

As seen on the map on the next page, there are one central kominkan and 37
local kominkans spread across the Okayama City covering both urban and rural
areas.! About 1.72 million people participate in learning activities organised by
or in the kominkans every year in this city (UIL, 2017, p. 129). Figure 1 highlights
the kominkan | visited for this research. Through my professional work, | had
contacts with the Okayama City government officials and had opportunity to visit
two kominkan in 2014 when the city hosted an International Conference on
Kominkan and Community Learning Centre. During the visits, | observed that
there were many women working in kominkan in Okayama City. This was a
contrast compared with other local governments in Japan that sent mostly men
as representatives of their kominkan to this conference. My original plan was to
research kominkan close to my parents’ home in Yokohama City. | decided to
work with Okayama City because | was encouraged by the dedication and passion

of their kominkan woman staff members.

1 The central kominkan closed in March 2018 and its supervision and coordination function was
transferred to a new unit to promote kominkan within Okayama City Government’s education
bureau. The educational activities of kominkan is covered a 38th local kominkan which
opened in 2019.
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Figure 1 Map of Kominkan in Okayama City
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Where are the Ko centers?
Kominkan Areas in Okayan

(Okayama Central Kominkan, 2014, p. 42)

Note: Red circles indicate the kominkan | visited for the interview.
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1.3 How the research questions relate to my professional

practice

| introduce here what the research questions on women community educators’
leadership development means to my professional work. | am an international
civil servant working in the field of lifelong learning. My responsibilities at work
involve capacity development of government and civil society partners in
different countries with the aim of improving the quality of their youth and
adult education policies and programmes. As a focal point for gender equality, |
provide advice to colleagues and draft reports on the work by UNESCO Institute
for Lifelong Learning (UIL) in relation to United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)’s strategy on gender equality and women’s
empowerment. | chose kominkan women staff as my research participants
because facilitators (educators) play a significant role in motivating people to
continue learning and play leadership roles in coordinating educational and
development actions for the benefit of their communities. The professional
development of adult educators is a field | would like to focus on in my future

work.

Compared with developing and middle-income countries | work with; Japan has
trained and experienced people working in the field of community education
which covers non-formal and informal education for adults and children. The
government White Paper on education published by the Ministry of Education,
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology in Japan (MEXT) reported that there
were 193.5 million users of kominkan and other learning centres in 2018 (MEXT
Japan, 2019a, p. 431). This is larger than the population of Japan (126.6 million
people). Adult educators | meet in my profession often ask me about the
experiences of Japan. They are interested in how the government is supporting
community building through lifelong learning, how Japan has been able to keep
its traditional values like respect for elderly and develop a modern economy. |
chose kominkan as the educational institution to study because it is the foremost
public and popular education institution for adults in Japan. According to the

public opinion survey in 2015, about 40 per cent of people have participated in
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learning activities organised by kominkan. Kominkan has the highest number of
people participating in courses compared with other types of social education
institutions like community outreach courses by higher education institutions,

private institutions and companies (MEXT Japan, 2017).

Women make up the majority of mid-level professionals working in this field in
Japan like in other countries. | have seen a lot of competent women, but they
are less represented in higher levels of authority in community education. Thus,
my professional interest is to find what is working well and what is not working
well in promoting women in this profession. The scope of field work is limited to
one city, but | hope the findings will have some relevance for other localities. My
goal is to find leadership characteristics of women kominkan professionals based
on their own voices and identify recommendations to improve the quality of
community learning and professional development for them. In the case of
Okayama City, women outnumber men in the profession but only a few (three)
held director positions at the time of my data collection. By leadership,
however, | am not limiting its scope to formal roles, such as individuals
becoming Directors following male-code of gentility (Gronn, 2003, p. 284), but a
leadership to play stronger educational and community development
coordination roles for the communities in which they work. This concept of

leadership will be explained more in Chapter Three.

The research recommendations have implications for how leadership is defined.
Overall, transformative measures are necessary to enable more women to
exercise leadership in the field of community learning and development. If
current employment practices continue, women will continue to do excellent

work without due recognition and rewards.

| have been working in the international education development field for over 25
years. During this time, the coverage of the education sector and geographic
areas | have worked with has expanded. | initially started with the development
of teaching-learning materials for adults with low reading skills and working with
institutions providing technical support to adult literacy classes and training
programmes for women. From programme level interventions, | have started to
work more on policy level interventions. This involves designing international

policies and strategies and supporting national governments to develop national
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plans. From organising regional collaborative activities covering 18 countries in
Asia when | was working in Tokyo and Bangkok, | started to work on regional
activities in Africa and international framework activities that cover 193 member
countries of UNESCO (as of November 2019).

As | look back, the first ten years shaped my development as an education
development specialist. | have drawn on my professional experiences in this
research. From this research, | discovered that | have a feminist perspective and
it has been an unconscious driving force in my professional life. My work related
to education for women has evolved from developing information and
communication materials on women’s literacy in Asia which is a region with
large share of illiterate women. Although | was a junior staff, | remember that |
had to keep suggesting and making corrections in the poster and videos which
we were producing so that illiterate women were not illustrated as weak and
ignorant, but with the potential for empowerment. The titles of materials which
| produced indicate this intention: i.e. ‘Yes, we can!’ and ‘Mina Smiles’. | also
developed a programme to support government and civil society institutions to
develop national resource centre for girls and women’s literacy and organised
networking. These centres established in over 15 countries in Asia were in turn
providing support to facilitators and officials working in community learning
centres in their country. They were organising staff training, developing
resource libraries and databases in the respective countries. | was working on
women’s issues without making connections with feminist literature. Efforts
were placed on implementing than on reflecting on the experiences by other

institutions or localities.

In recent years, | have worked as a gender focal point at UIL, | was responsible
for providing advice to colleagues on how to mainstream gender equality in their
work and | also managed a project to improve action research skills among young
women living in remote areas with little access to public services. Additionally,
in reviewing national policies and plans at the request of countries, | have been
paying attention to gender analysis. The relationships | developed with women
through my profession is my treasure. | believe the relationships have been
mutually reciprocal in encouraging each other to pursue our work. These
professional experiences informed the decision to focus on women in community

education in this dissertation.
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What | learned from this research, from the research process to the findings and
recommendations, will inform my ongoing international policy level work as well
as in organising capacity building activities in UNESCO Member States. | will
advocate for continuing professional development strategies for women working
in the field of community education to be integrated in the countries | work.
With high appreciation and understanding of feminist perspectives gained from
my research, its contribution to the whole society and not only to women, | will
be more confident and articulate in pursuing social justice agenda through
education. More important, when | plan and carry out capacity building activities
in new countries, | will have better ears to listen to the women working in

education.

1.4 Structure of dissertation

This chapter discussed why | undertook this research on women and leadership in
community education and selected Okayama City as my research site. How this
research has implications on my current and future profession to practice
feminist leadership in international education development was similarly

reflected.

Chapter Two is an introduction to kominkan for readers not familiar with the
social education context in Japan. Social education (¥t&#(%) is a term used in
Japan like community education used in Scotland and elsewhere. While covering
public policy and current data at national level, | have explained the
professionals working in kominkan and compared the national and Okayama City

contexts. The status of women working in social education is explained.

Chapter Three is an examination of the concepts on leadership and gender in
community education which | have selected for this research. | discuss
transformative leadership and features of feminist leadership which served as a
theoretical basis for my analysis. My research methodology is further accounted

in Chapter Four.
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In Chapter Five, | give an anecdote of each women kominkan professionals whom
| interviewed for this research. Ten women’s perspectives about their career in
community education and leadership is elaborated based on my reflective

listening and translation from interviews conducted in Japanese.

From individual anecdotes, the Chapter Six analyses the views and experiences
of women kominkan professionals concerning their leadership as a woman. The
five features of leadership by women (Grogan and Shakeshaft, 2010) is applied in
analysing what the research participants shared with me as a researcher. |
conclude with how the feminist leadership characteristics in school context in

U.S.A. is adapted to the community learning context in Okayama City.

The last chapter discuss implications of Chapter Six and provide some
recommendations to revitalise kominkan through communitarian approach and
diversify leadership training and career progression for women kominkan
professionals in Okayama City. While the recommendations are for Okayama
City, they are significant for other local governments that want to take serious
measures to promote women working in social education in Japan as well as in

other countries.
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Chapter 2  Understanding kominkan and its

professionals

This chapter is about the changing landscape of kominkan in Japan. Some
researchers (Ilwasa, 2010; Katano, 2016) are concerned that kominkan is losing
its vitality and significance in current society. | firstly introduce and discuss
social education and kominkan as understood by people and the government
giving attention to national policy, legislation and data. The tensions between
the holistic learning people want to learn and the neo-liberal orientation of
government policy is introduced. The second part of the chapter reviews policy
and practice of kominkan in Okayama City where this research is located. The
Okayama Model of kominkan practices in also outlined. Special focus is given on

professionals working in kominkan.

Education policy in Japan has been evolving at a faster pace in the last two-
decades than the previous decades, and kominkan has a long history. Therefore,
| discuss some historical developments as well. Japanese society is being pulled
into two directions - towards individualism with multiple values and towards
social order/harmony. In the last section, | have a critical look at the state of
social education and community learning in Japan from communitarian

perspective.

2.1 Shift from social education to lifelong learning in

national policy and legislation
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2.1.1 Social and personal fulfiiment education by the people

Learning throughout the life span is an age-old concept in Japan, like in other
societies whether they are Christian, Muslim, democratic or communists. As
symbolised by the Japanese proverb below, the traditional purpose of learning
places more emphasis on spiritual enlightenment than on economic

advancement.

| practice Zen throughout life [{&1T(Z—£ET]

| explain here four key terms, lifelong education, social education, recurrent
education, and lifelong learning in a Japanese context. These terms are used
interchangeably in different policy and legislation; it is useful to understand the
origins of these terms. The term lifelong education was introduced from UNESCO
in the 1970s in Japan. Before that, the articulation of lifelong education
originated in the United States of America (U.S.A.) by Eduard Lindeman and in
the United Kingdom by Basil Yeaxlee and Eduard Lindeman in the 1920s (Cross-
Durrant, 1984; Volles, 2016; Stanistreet, 2018). For scholars in Japan (Hirakawa,
2019; Tani, 2013; Yamada, 2002), however, their view is that the term lifelong
education was popularised from an education book written by Lengrand (a staff
member of UNESCO) in 1970. This book was translated into Japanese by Kanji
Hatano in 1971, promoted in the UNESCO Second International Conference on
Adult Education hosted in Tokyo in 1972. Recurrent education proposed by the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in the late
1960s is acknowledged in various texts but was not fully adopted by the public
education policy makers in Japan. This term, recurrent education, is gaining
attention in recent years by the business community in Japan to mean
continuing professional development for individual adults to sustain and improve

their employability.

Lengrand’s integrated view on lifelong education had easy acceptance by
Japanese as UNESCO was highly regarded at the time in Japan. UNESCO was the
first United Nations’ agency to accept Japan’s membership and the Ministries
and the publishing sector had close communication with UNESCO in hosting the

international conferences in Tokyo. Lifelong education also had a push from the
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private sector as a concept to upgrade the skills of workers in industry at that

time.

A term that was and still in use before lifelong education was social education.
The concept is similar to adult education; there is emphasis on education
activities managed and organised at community level for adults and children
outside the school-hours. Under this framework, the community-based learning
centres, libraries, museums, and sports facility were established and
administered by the government at different administration levels. These
educational institutions provided various non-vocational learning opportunities
since the reconstruction of Japan after the World War Il. Based on the concepts
of mutual teaching and learning and voluntary learning, social education has a
special emphasis on meeting social learning needs more than individual learning
needs (Ilwasa, 2010). Makino (2013a, p. 45) observes that social ‘learning is a
framework for people to find ways to change the way “Japanese” community is

and to recreate their being as citizens’.

Skills training for the Japanese economy to catch-up with the Western countries
was largely organised as in-house training by private companies in the 1960s and
1970s. The training was voluntarily provided by the companies to fresh (male)
graduates who were starting with a minimum salary and the promise of
promotion based on seniority and lifetime employment (Shimizutani, 2011, p.
106). In my view, this was an adaptation of traditional deshi (disciple) training

system of cottage industries to large and medium-size corporations.

The recurrent education is a relatively trendy term in Japan promoted by the
Abe administration to encourage employees to upgrade their skills, and private
sector and higher education to expand their provision of work-oriented
education and training. This is having in mind that the Japanese government has
to plan for a longer economically active life with 100-year life expectancy. Many
corporations and private training institutions are now using this term (Industry-
Academia Council on the Future of Recruitment and University Education, 2020;
Ishikura, 2018). This term is also used in government programmes supporting
women who left the labour force for child raising to return to work. When

recurrent education or sometimes called refresh education in Japanese, it
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mostly refers to education and training for employed personnel (Ministry of

The term lifelong learning is now well known by the people in Japan along the
lines of social education. For the current generation, the meaning of lifelong
learning has not changed much from the aforementioned proverb. The results of
a public opinion survey on lifelong learning conducted in 2012 revealed that over
45 per cent of people answering a question on what image they have about
lifelong learning said it is learning throughout life from infancy to old age. The
second highest response to the question was an activity to enjoy life and nurture
humanity (43 per cent). Only 18 per cent of people viewed lifelong learning as

graph 1). This confirms the widely held view that the orientation of lifelong

learning preferred by people in Japan is for social and personal fulfilment.

2.1.2 Holistic and traditional vision of social education

People’s opinions about lifelong learning in Japan (Cabinet Office of Japan,
2012) is congruent with the government’s education policy frameworks. Japan is
one of a few countries which has integrated a holistic lifelong learning
perspective into their national education policy and plans (Yang and Yorozu,
2015). The constitution guarantees the right to education as well as freedom in
learning. In this spirit, the Basic Act on Education added a specific article below

defining the concept of lifelong learning when it was last revised in 2006:

A society must be brought into being in which the people can continue
to learn throughout their lives, on all occasions and in all places, and
in which they can suitably apply the outcomes of their lifelong
learning to refine themselves and lead fulfilling lives (MEXT Japan,
2006, Article 3).

At the national level, the responsible ministry for lifelong learning is the Ministry
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT). From 2001 to
2018, the Lifelong Learning Policy Bureau in this ministry was responsible for
overall coordination of planning with four bureaus concerned with education.
The name of this Bureau was changed to Integrated Education Policy Bureau in

October 2018 with an aim to enhance learning pathways and collaboration
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among schools, universities and all types of institutions providing lifelong
learning, including the kominkan. The term integrated was chosen by the
Ministry to overcome compartmentalised planning and implementation and to
realise the concept of lifelong learning as defined in article 3 with a 100-year
lifespan of Japanese people in mind. In addition to planning national education
policy, this Bureau is responsible for promoting lifelong learning, community

learning, gender equality and social cohesion (MEXT Japan, 2019b).

Kominkan’s work is governed by the Social Education Act enacted in 1949 and
was established nation-wide after the World War Il for community people to
meet and learn together towards the development of peaceful and democratic
society. This act was enacted after the Basic Act on Education and school
education act were enacted in 1947 and it respects the principle of self-directed
learning by people which is not strong in school education for children (lwasa,
2010). The policy framework for kominkan will be discussed further in the next

section.

The Social Education Act views learning in broad perspectives and make direct
linkages with life and society. As opposed to school education, there is no
official teacher but multiple supporters of education with changing roles. Social
education requires a space for learning where people pursue self-directed
learning in a collaborative manner. Social education views group or association

settings as an essential element of education.

In terms of school enrolment and academic achievement, Japan’s education
system has been recognised as excellent. The 15-year old students scored above
average in all subject areas in the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) organised by the OECD in 2009 (OECD, 2010, p. 9). Since
universal enrolment in primary education was achieved in 1910 (Kaneko, 2007,
p. 76), completion of higher levels of education have continued to expand and
now the working-age population in Japan is one of most highly educated in the
OECD countries (OECD, 2013, p. 4). There is a growing demand for social
education institutions to support schools in teaching life skills and prepare

students for the world of work and community.
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The private corporate sector and employability are absent from the Basic Act for
Education and Social Education Act. Unlike Western countries pursuing neo-
liberal approaches, the economic purpose was not strong in Japan’s education
policy making. The aim of education and learning in Japan strongly favours
‘personal development and spiritual growth’ over human capital theory (Sawano,
2012, p. 665). In terms of educational financing, however, Japan is following a
neo-liberal approach. Private households are covering the cost of pre-primary
education (38 per cent) to tertiary education (79 per cent) (OECD, 2013, pp. 3,
11). The government budget for social education has steadily declined since
1996 (Sawano, 2012, p. 665). To supplement the decline in public funding for
social education, the neo-liberal agenda began to influence the operation of
kominkan. The impact of neo-liberal policies is discussed in the last section of

this chapter.

2.1.3 Lifelong learning as part of the Neo-liberal agenda of the

government

Contrary to the public opinions and adult learning opportunities that were
provided widely and at low cost by kominkan, the government policy on lifelong
learning has pursued different directions during the current long-term recession.
The shift from social education to lifelong learning has taken on a stronger neo-
liberal undertone while the late Yasuhiro Nakasone from the Liberal Democratic
Party held the Prime Ministership and led the education reforms in the late
1980s.

As a result of the education reform process, the term ‘lifelong learning’ was
officially introduced in the government documents from 1988. The intention was
a shift from government provision of education opportunities to individuals
taking ownership of creating learning opportunities (Makino, 2013a, p. 44). By
not using the term education, another intention was to bring in other ministries
into the provision of lifelong learning (Thomas, Uesugi and Shimada, 1997, p.
135).

Following this line of thought, a new law on lifelong learning was enacted in

1990 titled Law Concerning the Establishment of Implementation Systems and
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Other Measures for the Promotion of Lifelong Learning. According to Thomas et
al. (1997), this law introduced for the first time the role of private sector in the
planning and provision of lifelong learning and involved the Ministry of
International Trade and Industry (MITI, now renamed as the Ministry of Economy,
Trade and Industry), the most powerful ministry in Japan (p. 136). Strangely, in
this law there is no reference to existing systems providing lifelong learning such

as kominkan or other legislation on education.

The 1990 law is often thought of as a symbolic law in Japan as it did not bring
the intended increase in private investment in lifelong learning. The economic
recession started right after its adoption. It is not even mentioned in the MEXT
White Paper in recent years. In addition to the economic recession Thomas et al.
(1997) point out three reasons for the failure of this neo-liberal policy in
education: a weak consensus among the political parties with the Prime Minister
changing almost yearly; conflict among the Ministries in particular differences in
governance culture between the MEXT and MITI; and strong socialist orientation

among teachers and their unions.

Still, there are negative impacts of the 1990 law still present according to
Makino (2013a), Sawano (2012) and Ogawa (2013). There has been an upstream
shift of government responsibility from municipalities to provinces. Government
subsidy to public lifelong learning programmes such as kominkan have declined
followed by a reduction of professionals in lifelong learning. This means young
people are not able to find employment in social education and women are
taking up temporary employment to fill the gaps in kominkan workforce. How
these national policies affect kominkan and how they are practiced in Japan will

be discussed in the next section.

2.2 Kominkan: community public place for learning

This section introduces national legislations concerning kominkan, basic

statistics on kominkan and people working in kominkan. Kominkan is one of
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three public institutions designated in the Social Education Act which was
enacted in 1949 to provide community education in Japan (Okano, 2016). From a
top-down central government initiative during the reconstruction phase in the
post-World War Il era, kominkan has evolved into learning centres lead by
community representatives and responding to the issues and aspirations of local
communities. They are running in easily accessible locations for people and
providing courses at free cost or very minimal cost. The group learning
programmes are designed collaboratively according to discussions at the local

level.

The other two institutions regulated by the Social Education Act are public
libraries and museums. There are also other institutions for social education
supported by the government, including women’s education centre, youth
training centres and a more recent category called lifelong learning centres. In
terms of history and scale of learning activities and participants, kominkan is

still the foremost public institution for lifelong learning.

The 1949 Social Education Act defined social education as covering the areas of
adult education, community education, and education for children and youth
that takes place outside of school (Maruyama, 2011). The Social Education Act
legislated the responsibility of the state and local governments to promote social
education. In the local government units, the education bureau within the local
government office has an oversight on kominkan. An experienced social
education specialist in Japan argues that this act has kept the principle of right
to educational choice and learners’ rights, however a series of amendments have
made this act a weak one especially the removal of clauses making it mandatory
for local governments to have social education officials (Kohno, 2014).
Numbering more than the secondary education schools, kominkan is following
the learning as a public good model and is a good venue for social learning -

learning in a group.

2.2.1 Kominkan in numbers

In terms of statistics, the number of kominkan has been drastically declining
from 35,352 at its peak in 1955 to 18,251 in 1991 when it was operating in over

90 per cent of local governments in Japan. According to the latest data from the
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2018 national social education survey, which is held every three-years, the
number of kominkan has declined to 14,281 with 83 per cent coverage of local
governments. Correspondingly, the number of kominkan staff has declined from
57,907 in 1999 to 45,615 in 2018. Close to 39 per cent of kominkan staff were
women and on average, there were 3.2 staff per kominkan (MEXT Japan, 2020,

pp. 1, 5). Kominkan still outhumber the lower secondary schools and in 2014

participated in kominkan activities. It is the most popular and best utilised

public social education institution in Japan for learners.

2.2.2 Professionals working in kominkan

From kominkan as public social education institution, | discuss here the state of
professionals working in kominkan. They are called kominkan specialists or social
education specialists or social education officials. The differences in the name
reflect how they are appointed by local governments. Throughout this
dissertation, | will use kominkan professionals to refer to all these classifications

of people working in kominkan.

This profession has a long history in Japan. An introductory guidebook for
kominkan professionals reports that as early as 1920, prefectures started to
appoint social education specialists (National Kominkan Association, 2009).
Before the Social Education Act of 1949, the local government law stipulated the
appointment of social education specialists in 1947. In the 1959 revision of Social
Education Act, the appointment of social education specialists in local
governments to city, town and village levels with populations over 10,000 was
stipulated. The Social Education Act Article 27 stipulates that the kominkan staff
shall be full time. The revision of regulations for kominkan, in 2003 has however
downgraded their status (Katano, 2016, p. 30).

There are two main roles and responsibilities of kominkan professionals. One is
to analyse local learning issues, plan and implement social education
programmes, provide expert advice and guidance to partner organisations by
building effective networks with them. Another role is to support community

residents’ self-initiated learning activities and community-making activities
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based on learning (MEXT Japan, 2016, p. 117). These roles are similar to the
professionals working in Scotland’s community learning and development sector
(CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019).

In the 1970s and 1980s, the kominkan professionals were mostly men and
working full time as government employees. As the national government stopped
providing subsidies and expected the local government to pay, in full, the wages
of kominkan professionals, many local governments changed the working
conditions of kominkan professionals from full time to part-time or temporary
positions. By 2015, only 17 per cent of the professionals in kominkan were full
time (MEXT Japan, 2020, p. 5). The vast majority of them have part-time and
short-term contracts. Due to the worsening of working conditions, for example,
the removal of the housing allowances, women started to fill the positions of
kominkan staff. This happened because for married women who are recognised
dependents of their husbands for health insurance and pension earning less is

better in some cases to avoid the higher tax rates.

To work in kominkan, there is no certification or minimum qualification
requirement. The Social Education Act requires the local education bureau to
appoint necessary staff in kominkan and to organise training activities for the
kominkan director and staff. Nationwide, only about fourteen per cent of
kominkan professionals are designated as social education officials. The majority
are another category called kominkan officials which does not require any
academic qualification nor professional experiences. There are also kominkan
with no specialists (around thirty per cent) (Intage Inc., 2012). The status of
social education official is granted if he/she has completed the certification
course and the local education bureau has appointed him/her as such. As this
profession is by appointment, there are many kominkan professionals who
completed the social education official’s course, but they are not social

education officials.

It has gotten worse with the neo-liberal policy influence in 1990s, some local
governments started considering kominkan professionals less as educators and
more as community coordinators. The share of certified social education officials
working in kominkan declined from 85% in 1996 to 27% in 2018 (MEXT Japan,

2020, p. 6). At the same time, many local governments transferred the
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supervising entity of kominkan from the local education bureau to other
departments in local government and in some cases it was completely
outsourced. This shift further downgraded the working conditions of kominkan

professionals in Japan.

While there is no solid government regulation on kominkan professionals, an
informal guideline published by the National Kominkan Association in 1967 offers
the most detail. The guideline suggests having at least four staff in each
kominkan. A kominkan officer shall be equivalent to social education officer in
local education bureau in position and earn the equivalent of a primary or
secondary school teacher. It also suggests that the kominkan staff to have
training opportunities and the kominkan director to have a social education
officer certificate, with at least five years of work experience as a social
education officer (National Kominkan Association, 2019). As | explain in the
following sections, this guideline is not followed in many cities including

Okayama City.

The National Kominkan Association conducts a survey every five-year on the
state of kominkan in Japan. The report from 2013 survey revealed that among
the kominkan directors, the overwhelming majority are men (92 per cent) and
they are mostly over the age of 60 (62 per cent). The majority of directors are
working under a temporary contract or have concurrent duties in the local
government. The survey asked for the first time what was their immediate prior
employment before their appointment as a kominkan director. The highest
number of responses to this question was that they were an employee in the
local government. Only six per cent were former staff of kominkan (National
Kominkan Association, 2016, pp. 16-25). This means that the kominkan directors
do not have a strong background in social education and they do not stay in the

job long enough to gain expertise.

Concerning women working in kominkan, the same survey reports that there are
more women than men in absolute number. While the number of men and
women working as fulltime officials are equivalent, twice as many women are
working with a temporary or part-time contract. More than half of them are
between 40 to 59 years old and many of them have more than five years of

experience which is a desirable criterion for directorship as recommended by the
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National Kominkan Association. While not backed by data, many of these women
took up the job after working for some years as full-time housewives. Hirakawa
(2003) criticises the working conditions of these part-time staff who are working
in low-paid and unstable conditions despite the specialisation in social education
they require. It is disheartening that only 1.6 per cent of kominkan had a woman
as a fulltime director in 2018 (MEXT Japan, 2020).

As for certification of kominkan professionals, fundamental changes are required
in the curriculum and the use of online learning tools for continuing professional
development in my view. Japan has a national qualification system for social
education officials. There are two basic channels to get this qualification. The
first channel is through university credits mainly acquired by students. The other
channel is through an intensive training course, taken after having two-year
work experience. Responding to women’s busy lifestyles, offering the courses
through flexible pathways such as online learning may encourage more kominkan
professionals and users to take the courses. Since this certification is covering
basic skills and competencies to develop social education support measures at
local levels, there is perhaps a need to design advanced level courses for

experienced kominkan professionals and directors.

The government has been analysing the social education official system. A
national study on the expectations by the local education bureaus on kominkan
professionals was commissioned by the government. The study identified that
preparing social education plans for local community (37.9 per cent) and
planning and preparing learning plans and learning contents (22.7 per cent) were
the highest two expectations (Intage Inc., 2012). Planning for community
education certainly requires expert knowledge and experience so | agree with
the authors of the study that kominkan should have more professional staff and

continuing professional development opportunities.

A national study on kominkan professionals’ contributions and capacity building
needs by the Practical Social Education Research Center (2015) recognises that

social education officials’ work has evolved from administration of government

provision of social education within kominkan to coordination of networking and
collaboration activities for social education engaging people and institutions

outside of kominkan. The institutions they must network cover a wide range of
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stakeholders such as local government, universities, private companies and civil
societies. The report also raises concern that very little training is organised for
professionals with more than three years of experience and that there are no

career development opportunities.

To manage the activities of kominkan well, social education specialists have
complex tasks. They are managing a wide range of community ‘common good’
and responding to learning needs of children, adolescents, adults and elderly.
Sato (2016, p. 162) reasons this complexity and flexibility required in carrying
out the work makes it difficult to define what professional expertise are
required by full-time kominkan staff. In Chapter Seven, | will discuss changes

introduced to the qualification in 2020 and my recommendations.

Kominkan is by far the most recognised and accessible public social education
institution in Japan with a long history. For professionals working in kominkan to
carry out increasing complex work of providing community education, as
described in the national framework, they should have better training,
employment conditions and develop their professional profile. This is also a
recommendation of the UNESCO Recommendation on Adult Learning and
Education to improve quality of learning (UNESCO, 2015 Article 28). From the
national context, | now discuss local policies and plan of kominkan in Okayama
City.

2.3 Kominkan in Okayama City — Okayama model

2.3.1 Policy

The mission of kominkan in Okayama City is to serve as a hub for city

development towards living together. Okayama City has one central kominkan
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and 36 local kominkan.2 Each serves the same area covered by a lower secondary
school catchment area.? There are also mini-kominkans covering areas with no
easy access to local kominkan. These mini-kominkans are self-governed by local
residents and do not have full-time staff. This section discusses public policies
and plans guiding the operation of kominkan in this city.

The city has developed its own policy concerning kominkan adapting the national
policies on social education and lifelong learning. Table 1 outlines the aims and
activities of kominkan as mandated in policy documents at both levels. A
legislation specifically on kominkan in Okayama City was enacted in 1952. Like
the Social Education Act of 1949, it positions kominkan as a place to foster
cultural and societal learning and development activities and is silent about its
role for economic development. In fact, the Social Education Act prohibits

activities of religious, economic and political nature in kominkan.

The main activities that are organised by kominkan in Okayama City go beyond
the fields of activities by kominkan as defined in the national Standards for the
Establishment and Operation of Kominkan, revised on 6 June 2003 (National
Kominkan Association, 2009, pp. 195-196). The kominkan in Okayama City value

local heritage and include sports and outdoor activities.

In addition to the national plan and prefectural plans for lifelong learning,
Okayama City has adopted its own basic guideline to implementing kominkan
activities in 2000. This plan is in line with the 1952 ordinance and Okayama
City’s Integrated Development Plan and the Basic Plan for Education (Okayama
City Education Bureau, 2019). The development of the Okayama City kominkan
basic guideline involved wide consultation process. How the consultations were
carried out in participatory manner involving citizens, kominkan professionals
and local administration is well documented by kominkan professionals in
Okayama City (Uchida, 2015; Tanaka, 2013; Shigemori, 2012). | note here the
objectives and functions of the kominkan which were guiding the kominkan

professionals in this city. At the time of interviews undertaken for this research,

2 Since the interviews took place in 2016, the Central kominkan has closed down and a 37th local
kominkan opened in 2018.
3 Lower secondary school catchment area is normally within 6 km from the school.
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kominkan in Okayama City framed their activities under three core functions of
kominkan. These were creating a place to gather, a place to learn and a place
for active participation. The objectives and functions of kominkan agreed in year
2000 for Okayama City in Table 2 will be reference points in the next chapters
when | analyse leadership orientations of kominkan professionals in this city. The

interests and concerns of research participants in 2016 reflected the guideline.

Table 1 Aims and activities of kominkan in public policy

National policy Okayama City policy

Aims of kominkan

‘kominkan shall provide the people living
in specific areas such as a city, town or
village with education adapted to meet

the demands of actual life and implement

academic and cultural activities.
Kominkan shall contribute to the
cultivation of residents, improve health,
develop character, enliven daily culture,
and enhance social welfare’ from Social
Education Act, Article 20 (MEXT Japan
and Asia/Pacific Cultural Centre for
UNESCO, 2008, p. 4).

‘the kominkan shall provide the citizens
with education useful for daily life and
hold various academic and cultural
activities, so that the kominkan can
contribute to the citizens’ cultural
improvement, health promotion and
moral refinement, eventually promoting
culture of life and social welfare’ from
Okayama City Legislation No. 58, Article

Activities of kominkan

e Functioning as a hub for community
learning activities

e Supporting families with educational
development of their children

e Facilitating collaboration among
institutions and organisations working
for community development

¢ Promoting volunteer work and
community service activities

e Tailoring kominkan operations and
services to local contexts

¢ Planning and evaluating their own
activities

[my own translation] (National Kominkan

Association, 2009, pp. 195-196)

e Organise regular courses

¢ Organise discussions, workshops,
training sessions, exhibitions.

e Prepare and encourage use of
community books, records, models,
and materials.

¢ Organise physical education and
recreational activities.

e Improve the lives of citizens.

e Contact various community-based
organizations and institutions.

e Offer venues and services for
meetings by citizens and for or other
public use.

e Guiding and fostering community
learning centre activities in the city.
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The core objectives listed in Table 2 have an emphasis on reaching out and
making the work of kominkan known by community people. This is probably
driven by the need to make visible the benefits of kominkan for its sustainability
of activities. Among the five functions, last two functions, future orientations
and opening to other networks are new development compared with the 1952
legislation in Table 1. The plan envisions kominkan to connect and coordinate
people, organisations, and networks to expand cooperation and partnerships
across the city. These involve the local administration, neighbourhood
associations, schools, universities, voluntary groups, and non-profit
organisations. One project in kominkan counted over 100 institutions as
collaborating partner (UIL, 2017). The outreach activities of kominkan is

relatively new.

Table 2 Core objectives and functions of Okayama City's kominkan

Objectives Functions
¢ To make the management committee e Salon - information place to meet,
active and strengthen its linkage with the learn and interact

community.
e Cultural development
e To understand local community issues and
its integration in the activities of the e Problem solving skills

centre. development

e To carry out advocacy on the benefits of e Hub for living together for the

kominkan future

e To function as a platform for community. e Hub of diverse networks for

community development

(Okayama City Education Bureau, 2019, pp. 9-12)

Information about the learning activities in kominkan and other places are
disseminated through variety of communication channels. Each kominkan is
publishing monthly bulletins and have their own Facebook page to share photos

and comments on the activities taking place.
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To smoothly organise the functions and activities, the kominkan in Okayama City
usually have three to five rooms with long tables and chairs which can be laid
out flexibly to have meetings and trainings from 20 to 100 people, one Japanese
style room where people can sit on the tatami (floor mats made from rice by-
products) to practice traditional hobbies, one large kitchen room for cooking
classes, one room for arts and crafts. There are also information corners about
community events and news and library corners where one can read and borrow
books and use the computer and internet. Many also have indoor and outdoor
space for sports and exercise. In case of natural disaster, kominkan serves as

emergency evacuation place for community people.

The kominkan is open from 9:30 a.m. to 9 p.m. from Monday to Saturday and
until 5 p.m. on Sunday. It is closed on Wednesdays and national holidays. The
rooms can be rented by clubs and groups of citizens. To use the rooms, one must
apply in the kominkan and the cost for renting the rooms are minimal. Typical
arrangement is that members of the group would contribute equivalent to having
a cup of coffee outside for 60- or 90-minute session. Following the Social
Education Act, clubs or groups for profit-making, political and religious activities

are not allowed to borrow the facilities in kominkan.

2.3.2 Professionals

Kominkan in Okayama City is admired by other cities for having a strong group of
professional social education officials. They played important roles in the 2014
International Conference on Kominkan / Community Learning Centres which was
co-organised by the city and UNESCO. The kominkan professionals were active in
setting the conference agenda, welcoming international participants in
kominkan and drafting of the Okayama Commitment 2014 - Promoting Education
for Sustainable Development beyond Decade of Education for Sustainable
Development through Community-Based Learning (Noguchi, Guevara and Yorozu,
2015, pp. 54-57).

Each local kominkan normally has five staff members in Okayama City. Only one
social education official is a full-time employee of Okayama City government.
Other staff members: kominkan director, administrative staff, and evening staff

have 3-year temporary contracts financed from the local education bureaus and
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a community outreach staff has a temporary contract by the local citizen
partnership department. Although called administrative staff, majority of them
are certified in social education in the case of this city. Having five staff is
higher than the national average signifying the past efforts made by kominkan

professionals and priority given by the local government to kominkan.

There were several factors that there are more women working in kominkan in
Okayama City compared with other places in Japan. The first reason, similar to
other places, is that Okayama City government offered the job of social
education specialists as a temporary contract. This working condition means not
only employment for limited number of years, but it is also low-paid job and low
job security. Men did not apply for nor keep these jobs. In Japan, there are tax
incentives for one of married couples to work only up to certain income to avoid
higher tax. This has been a factor encouraging married women whose husbands
are earning enough to support the family to accept low pay work up to 1,500,000
Japanese yen per year. With the need to encourage more women to participate
in the workforce in Japan to cover for rapid decline in working-age population,

this regulation may need to change in future.

Good practices in Okayama City are having part-time evening staff in kominkan.
They were mostly male university students. Kominkan in Okayama City has five
staff, and this enables staff members to work in shifts. The city provides
maternity leave for temporary contract staff as well. These are good working
conditions for married women to continue working at kominkan giving them time
for their families. These arrangements are not common in other places and were
achieved through years of negotiation by kominkan staff union (Tanaka 1997).
Kominkan managers in other cities mention the requirement to work in the
evenings and weekends as discouraging factors for women to work as
professional staff at kominkan. What Okayama City is doing is proving that with

right set of support, women can be professional staff in kominkan.

Another key point about kominkan in Okayama city is that they have achieved
having one official staff in every kominkan developed through lobbying work of
kominkan users and staff in 1990s. According to a senior social education
official, this is quite a change from the 1980s when kominkan staff were only

expected to act like a receptionist answering inquiries and phones. Kominkan
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users and staff organised themselves and reflected on the contributions of
kominkan to community development and studied social education related
legislations. Lobbying activities to improve the quality of kominkan were linked
with the women’s empowerment and they advocated giving due recognition to
the work of women who were working as temporary staff in kominkan (Hasetani,
2011; Tanaka, 1997). The movement was successful in making the city to adopt
kominkan as their mechanisms to promote city’s strategy for community
development and cohesion. Since 2005, part-time kominkan professionals were
gradually appointed as social education officials. The appointment required
officials to have social education official’s certificate as well as to pass the
exam for local government employees. Nowadays, there is one full-time social
education official in each kominkan. The report by the Okayama City Committee
on New Directions of Kominkan (2002) had also recommended in the long run to

have a fulltime director in kominkan. This has not been implemented.

Hasetani (2011, pp. 33-35) reports staff training opportunities in Okayama City
as a model for his city. Kominkan staff are able to participate in the summer
intensive social education specialist certification course sponsored by the city
government. On-the-job training is conducted for newcomers by experienced
staff members and thematic training on themes decided by kominkan staff are
organised which facilitates kominkan to work together on common issues. Many
staff are also active in the employee’s union of the Okayama City Government
and have learning opportunities on various local governance issues. There is also
voluntary group of staff who meet to discuss practices introduced in the social

education monthly journal.

Professionals working in Okayama City give credit of the city’s tradition and
strong focus on training and networking among kominkan staff to the work of
Shiori Shigemori (Ms) and her predecessor Mitsutoshi Uchida (Mr). Both were
social education officials in the Central Kominkan with responsibilities to
manage and oversee all kominkan in Okayama City. They have consecutively
planned and implemented a package of training opportunities for kominkan staff
in Okayama City. They write that it is essential for kominkan staff who have the
responsibility to support learning by citizens to continuing to learn themselves
and learn from group collaborative learning. The training organised by them has

followed this principle and provided group learning activities, mutual counselling
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and learning among the kominkan staff. Emphasis is placed on sharing the
learning with other staff and users in kominkan, writing down their plans,
reflection and reviewing other colleagues plans and documentation. To build
capacities of experienced kominkan professionals, they have engaged them to be
responsible for training new staff and to act as advisors to provide counselling on
new courses and activities (Uchida and Shigemori, 2015). How the social
education officials | interviewed appreciated these training opportunities are

described in Chapter Five and analysed in Chapter Six.

2.3.3 Practices — the Okayama Model

Like kominkan in other places, kominkan in Okayama City has two main
categories of learning activities. One planned and organised by kominkan based
on the users’ demands or observed needs in the community by kominkan staff.
Typical themes in the city range from child raising, gender equality and inclusive
development. In 2011, the city government appointed all kominkan staff to be
public safety officials as well. Since then, they have also organised disaster
preparedness sessions. The second category of learning activities is so called
club activity at the initiative of community people. A group with minimum ten
people can form clubs and are able to use rooms in kominkan to organise
cultural and recreational activities as well as skills for volunteering such as sign
language and summary scribe. The number of kominkan users is almost double
the population in this city. In 2016-17 fiscal year, over 1.32 million people
participated in kominkan activities. 1,150 courses were organised by kominkan
and 2,413 courses were organised by users (Okayama City Education Bureau,
2017, p. 64). In addition, kominkan in Okayama City also provide library services
in cooperation with the city libraries. What is noteworthy is that the number of
users in the kominkan library amounts to almost half of the total number of
registered users in the main public library. This indicates proximity to library

services is an important factor to promote reading.

Topics covered in kominkan are intricately linked with daily life of community
people. In line with the mandate of kominkan in the city policy, kominkan are
organising a full range of activities covering the following seven major themes of

learning activities: promotion of learning to live together, environmental
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awareness raising, healthy life promotion, gender equality, children and youth
development, fostering learning and friendships among elderly people and
making linkages with safety and security network in the city. For each of the
seven themes, a project team among kominkan staff in the city has been setup
and providing mutual learning and information exchange across kominkan
(Uchida and Shigemori, 2015).

Okayama City’s kominkan practices are sometimes called the ‘Okayama model’
by scholars and practitioners in Japan for adapting education for sustainable
development (ESD) as their working principles in their activities (Didham, Ofei-
Manu and Nagareo, 2017; Oyasu and Uchida, 2017). The city government is
promoting Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) projects by multiple
stakeholders and often kominkan is a leading or collaborating partner.
Engagement of kominkan enables the project to explore sustainable
development through dialogue and collaborative actions for sustainable life in
Okayama city. They are proud of this work and have hosted international
conferences, annual international prize and welcomed study visits from
Indonesia and Nepal. The city has also won two international prizes by UNESCO.
A colourful and informative book with case studies of ESD practices by kominkan
is published by the Okayama Central Kominkan (2014).

So far, this chapter has discussed the historical development of kominkan in
Japan and good practices in Okayama City as a case. The last section is a critical

look at the relevance of kominkan and community education in Japan.

2.4 Is kominkan still relevant today?

In this section, | discuss the relevance of kominkan in building new public
commons in Japan, provide examples of communitarian practices in kominkan,
and explore the impact of disconnecting the residents from the management of
kominkan. The demand for learning throughout life is ever present in Japan. On

the other hand, the vitality of kominkan is in decline in terms of participation of
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people in its management and learning and development activities. Some
experts critique that kominkan needs rebranding as it has been around too long.
With the continuing recession, aging society and frequent and increasing natural
disasters like earthquakes and tsunamis in Japan brought about by climate
change, the government and people are looking for ways to support and work
together. My position is that by adapting communitarian approach, kominkan
and community education can continue to be relevant for people and

communities in Japan.

During my research, the lifelong learning committee under the Central Council
of Education which is the main policy research and advisory arm of the MEXT was
debating the future of social education. In December 2018, the committee
submitted a report positioning social education as effective in building human
resources, relations and communities (Central Council for Education, 2018). This
report made two new recommendations concerning the kominkan professionals.
One is to set up a new certification called social education specialist from 2020
so that their expertise can contribute to promoting social education in private
and public institutions for lifelong learning as well as in other fields such as
health and welfare, and community building. The existing social education
official certification had limitations that one could claim as ‘official’ only when
they are employed by the local education bureaus. Another recommendation was
to encourage local governments to have staff exchange among local government
offices and kominkans (Central Council for Education, 2018). The career
structure of social education professionals traditionally meant that career

progress was limited. This new development may open possibilities for them.

2.4.1 New Public Commons - a rising issue in lifelong learning in

Japan resulting in multi-task responsibilities for kominkan

In spite of rhetoric of politicians and the private sector about achieving
economic success through lifelong learning, the principles of lifelong learning
introduced in the Basic Act on Education when it was revised in 2006 did not
reflect the productivity model. The new Article Three defining the concept of
lifelong learning kept the spirit of holistic lifelong learning. Major education laws

were revised following the 2006 revision of the Basic Act. Likewise, the 1990 law
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on lifelong learning should be revised to recognise existing mechanisms for

lifelong learning, including kominkan, and social business models.

With substantial decrease in the governments’ capacity to deliver public services
due to long term recession among other reasons, the Japanese Government
started to pursue a policy of promoting new public commons (#r L L3 3) in the
2000s. Ogawa defines new public commons as ‘an attempt to redefine the
boundaries of moral responsibilities between the state and the individual,
emphasizing more the virtues of self-regulation’ (2013, p. 133). In short, it can

be viewed as a form of social management through lifelong learning.

Ogawa argues that lifelong learning is used by neo-liberal policy makers as a
support to the new public commons and risk management strategy. He also
observes that lifelong learning is a convenient tool for problem-solving (2013, p.
139). | agree with building a new public common as it is a good foundation for
building a learning society but argue that the policy approach needs to shift
from neo-liberalism to communitarian or at least to social capital theory. New
public commons require the government to provide more social services in

partnership with communities and not through the private business sector.

As Makino (2013a) argues, creating new public commons through lifelong
learning shares the objectives of the social learning model by Rees and Bartlett
(Coffield, 1999) but it is slightly different from the problem-solving approach of
Chapman and Aspin. The difference lies in that the problem to be solved through
lifelong learning does not lie in education policy and delivery but in the daily
lives of community members. In the report of the Central Council for Education,
it is community development through lifelong learning and not the other way
around (Makino, 2013a, p. 46).

Comparing lifelong learning in Japan and the United Kingdom, Okumoto (2008)
wrote that both countries pursue neo-liberal approach in economic matters and
view lifelong learning as a tool to cope with changes brought about by
globalisation and to improve social justice. The main difference that exists
between the two countries is in the implementation of the policy. She concludes
that 'Quasi-communitarianism’ was applied in Japan while it was advanced

liberalism in the United Kingdom. Quasi-communitarianism is defined as social
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development through social solidarity going beyond one's community and

integrating with diverse groups. The concept of lifelong learning is adapted to
strengthen social bonding in Japan. On the other hand, advanced liberalism is
coined by Richard Edwards and refers to the Third Way in the United Kingdom
which positioned lifelong learning as social reform policy towards more active

civil society and individuals in governance (Okumoto, 2008, pp. 182-183).

For Japan to revitalise community and foster new public commons with
proactive contributions from people, and in this process to go beyond ‘social
control’, | propose to fully adopt the quasi-communitarian approach that is
functioning rather than a neo-liberal approach that is not functioning in the
education sector in Japan. Three principles of communitarianism remains valid
in Japanese society: the common good, positive role of the government and
social nature of individuals (Olssen, Codd and O’Neill, 2004).

The revitalisation of community education needs to start from the adult
community members as they were affected more than children in school
education in the past neo-liberal approaches. The public budget for education in
Japan had been increasing despite the global financial crisis and decreased
slightly in recent years (OECD, 2019). On the contrary, the social education sub-
sector which needs to initiate activities to build the new public commons has
faced severe cuts in funding from the public sector with no complementary
financing by the private sector. From 1995 when the social education sub-sector
had highest budget since the end of World War Il, its budget has diminished by
more than 43 per cent (MEXT Japan, 2019b).

Mergers and closing down of one-fifth of kominkan (from over 19,000 in 1999 to
around 14,000 by 2018) (Practical Social Education Research Center, 2019; MEXT
Japan, 2017) reduced people’s access to kominkan. People with less mobility,
for example handicapped people, elderly people and children, were most
affected as they have less income to pay transportation costs to go to kominkan

and high fees charged for learning activities organised by the private sector.

The Prime Minister Abe from the Liberal Democratic Party launched a
revitalisation of education in late 2012. To build a viable learning society with

participation of youth, working age and elderly adults, the Japanese government
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should have a more balanced allocation of education budget. | argue that
increasing public budget to build a new public is a viable option by raising the
tax of large-size corporations and high-income individuals by a small percentage.
These two groups of taxpayers have been benefitting from substantially reduced
tax rates introduced in the last twenty years; for example, income tax of highest
group have been reduced from 75 per cent to 37 per cent (Itoh 2005: 245). This
could encourage companies to change their practice of rewarding successful
individual employees with higher pay to financing other allowances and benefits

which could be beneficial to the employees in general.

More important, allocating more public funds to kominkan is a democratic
choice. Learning opportunities provided by public educational institutions,
including kominkan, are valued by adults in Japan. Public opinion survey on
lifelong learning is conducted every three years. The result indicates
participation in classes/courses offered by public educational institutions such as
kominkan ranked the highest (40 per cent) among 12 categories of providers
which area should national and local governments give priority in supporting

people’s lifelong learning, the highest response was given to increasing the

As the relations among people in the local community have weakened over the
past years, revitalising kominkan could play key roles in creating ‘a virtuous
cycle of learning and community activities (F U & REID 1FHEIR)’ as proposed in
the report by the Central Council for Education (2018) on the future of social
education. It basically means learning and development activities are
contributing to lifelong learning, stronger bonds among people and solving local
problems. Individuals are contributing the knowledge they gain from society
back to the society (Makino, 2013a, p. 47).

Adopting an inclusive social learning approach entails reaching out to all.
Starting from educating well-off people to share their wealth for the
community’s good. It also means identifying and responding to learning needs of
those with low educational qualifications. Changing mind-sets may not be easy,

especially regaining the trust of people to voluntary contribute to the new public
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commons. Since the neo-liberal agenda became strong in Japan, people’s trust
in government has weakened. The Government’s inability to take swift measures
at the time of natural disasters (Hanshin-Awaji earthquake in 1995 and Higashi-
Nippon earthquake in 2011), not being able to ensure social security measures
for the current and next generation and increasing national debt have
demonstrated a weak government. Makino (2013a, p. 45) says ‘Japan is shifting

to a disadvantage-distributing society’.

But the Japanese society is rediscovering solidarity after facing a triple disaster
caused by nature (earthquake and tsunami) and humankind (nuclear accidents)
on 11 March 2011. In post-disaster situations, communities where kominkan was
active showed efficient delivery of emergency distributions of food and stuff and

faster recovery and cooperation among community people (Fackler, 2011).

Weak segments of the population deserve extra support from a communitarian
government. In the discourse and implementation of the Basic Plan of Action for
Education (2008- 2017), women and youth were mentioned as a token in the
action plan (MEXT Japan, 2008). There is no specific action point. The trade
unions have weakened substantially during the neo-liberal approach (Itoh, 2005).
There is no collective voice for workers unless the government shifts their

preference from employers to employees’ welfare.

The number of young people aged 15 to 34 not in education, employment or
training (NEET) has remained around 600,000 since 2002 (Ministry of Health,
Labour and Welfare, Japan, 2010). Moreover, there are over 1.4 million freeters,
a term for young people who are job-hopping part-timers in Japan (Cabinet
Office of Japan, 2019, p. 304). In the beginning, these freeters were considered
as working part-time at their own choice to have freedom to have time to do
what they like to do. It has become a systemic issue now that young people are
not able to find full-time work. In 2018, young women are affected more than
Specific measures addressing this population by different ministries are called

for.

To promote new public commons in an inclusive manner through community

learning, kominkan professionals will need to have increased roles to reach out
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to people and network with diverse institutions within and outside the
community they work. Like the annual report on lifelong learning in the United
Kingdom proposed by Tom Schuller and Caroline Bamford (Coffield, 1999), |
recommend the National Institute for Educational Policy Research in Japan to
monitor and produce an annual report on community learning activities carried
out for disadvantaged groups of people in Japan. Such report will be informative
to kominkan professionals to understand new community issues or new target

groups of learners.

2.4.2 Communitarianism in Japan

Etzioni, writing on American issues, often gives Japan as an example of
communitarian society with strong reliance on society than the state to govern
social order (Etzioni, 2002, p. 84, 2003, p. 2, 2021). Although he writes that
‘informal social controls often sufficed to motivate most people, most of the
time, to observe social norms’ in Japan (Etzioni, 2012, p. 222), my observation is

that the social norms and bonds in present day Japan have deteriorated.

Lifelong learning academics in Japan are concerned about this loss of social
bonds. Sakaguchi (2008) writes that individualisation is progressing in Japan
whereby people’s basis of making choices is shifting. It is shifting from making
choices based on parents’ or ancestors’ preference or the rural village’s
preferences to one based on diverse range of open choices often based on
individuals’ preference as long as it does not harm other people. In writing about
the current trends in community education in Japan, both Makino (2013a) and

Sawano (2012) raises deep concern with the rise of no-bondage society (#E#x+t
%) and the individuals’ initiative to reconnect and build communities through

local learning initiatives.

In spite of a long historical emphasis on learning to live together,
communitarianism (@A ZE ) is not a popular theory in Japan. One of the
advocates of communitarianism in Japan, Kikuchi (2009, p. 54) says there is
general misunderstanding that communitarianism is equated with authoritarian
way of ignoring individuals’ rights and freedom. He argues that the Japanese

term of common good (#:#%) and its concept should be highlighted more than
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the concept of community (#[E]4X). In other words, he proposes to change the
translation of communitarianism to common good principles (%&Z ¥ %) by
changing the first three characters with common good. Perhaps because of this
perception of community in Japan, communitarianism is not popular among the
policy makers and they have adopted new public common (¥7 L LM 2t) to

promote common good.

The common good as used in the Japanese constitution is widely understood by
people (Kikuchi, 2009, pp. 67-68). Article 12 states that individuals’ rights and
freedom shall be used to produce common good.4 The Japanese constitution, in
other words, echoes the communitarian’s concept of self (individual) in which
‘individuals have a vital interest in leading decent communal lives’ (Bell, 2020

section 2, paragraph 13).

On the other hand, community has a negative connotation in Japan as noted by
Etzioni when he describes Japan as having ‘traditional forms of moral
impositions’ (Etzioni, 2001, p. 371) which were practiced in traditional rural
villages. A discriminatory term used for social punishment explains well this
practice. Mura-hachibu (¥f/\ 4% literal translation is village eight-tenth) meant
that village members unite to exclude certain people who do not follow the
social rules and order except for two community activities: organisation of
funerals and fire-fighting. These two were included otherwise they could cause
greater social problems like spread of communicable disease and fire. For the
other eight community activities - coming of age celebration, wedding
ceremony, care during birth and sickness, building or maintenance of house,
support in case of water disaster, post-funeral events and travel - ostracised
persons and often family members as well can be socially excluded. These ten
sets of activities symbolise also the occasions in which social bonds were forged

in traditional Japan.

4 Article 12. The freedoms and rights guaranteed to the people by this Constitution shall be
maintained by the constant endeavour of the people, who shall refrain from any abuse of
these freedoms and rights and shall always be responsible for utilizing them for the public
welfare (from http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/constitution_and_government_of_japan/
constitution_e.html).
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Despite this negative association with community in Japanese history, | will
argue that communitarian philosophical framework like Bell (2020) suggests for
other countries can help to counter the neo-liberal directions taking place in the
public social education in Japan. | will first describe what is happening to
kominkans under the neo-liberal policy influence, then how communitarian
philosophy can inform the vitalisation of kominkans towards a preferable future

followed by a few remarks on the critiques on communitarianism.

2.4.3 Decline of communitarian practices in social education

Way back in 1955, George Hillary collected 94 definitions of community in
academic papers (Kahne, Westheimer and King, 1996). Acknowledging that there
are diverse definitions of community, Hiroi (2008, pp. 49-54) discusses the
evolution of community in Japan. First is the community of production versus
the community of living. In traditional agricultural society, these two
communities overlapped. This could be called a traditional communal
agricultural community where practices of ostracism, mura-hachibu took place.
Rapid industrialisation and urbanisation in Japan led to increased separation of
two communities. In the community of production, formed in workplaces,
majority of the members were men with lifetime employment. Not only work
but socialisation, further training and recreational activities took place with
colleagues. Bell (2020) referred to this as Japanese-style communitarianism. A
community of living played a much-reduced role within the nuclear family in
urban settings. Mothers were preoccupied with children’s upbringing and

household work leaving little time to connect with the local community.

The dominance of workplace community based on lifetime employment is
declining due to diversification and frequent changes of employment mode.
Moreover, the share of active working age population is declining compared with
the elderly population (age 65 and over). By 2065, if the current trend
continues, the share of the elderly population is projected to reach 38 per cent
and working age population (age 15 to 64 years) will be only half of the total
population in Japan (National Institute of Population and Social Security
Research in Japan, 2017). Considering this rapidly aging society, Hiroi (2008)

says the locality-based community will become more important in the future as
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the elderly have less mobility than workers. He questions: which place shall be
the centre of Japanese community? Or is such a centre not needed at all? By
centre, he means a central place in the community where people, including
strangers, can easily gather to have diverse range of communication and

interactions.

Hiroi carried out a nation-wide survey asking people where do they consider as a
key central place in their community. People most frequently selected
community kominkan and community centres followed by schools and then
welfare and medical institutions in the community (Hiroi, 2008: p. 62 diagram
5). This result confirms that these centres are the place where the ten
community activities described previously are taking place. | would like to
emphasise here that kominkan is highly preferred by people as their choice of
social institutions much more than the schools or the religious places (shrines
and temples). Kominkan are also contributing to making of community as

defined by the communitarian perspectives.

Etzioni (1996, p. 127) defines that community is a combination of two elements:
a) A web of affect-laden relationships among a group of individuals, relations
that often crisscross and reinforce one another - rather than merely one-on-one
or chainlike individual relationships; and b) A measure of commitment to a set of
shared values, norms, and meanings, and a shared history and identity - in short,
to a particular culture. In explaining ‘thin’ communitarianism, Olssen et al.
(2004, p. 235) emphasise on the balance between the individual and the
collective like Etzioni’s symbiosis balance between strong communal bonds and
powerful protections of self as one character of good society. This balance in
Japan is starting to resemble the imbalance that tends towards strong

individualism in U.S.A.

Although the politicians and policy makers in Japan are raising future concerns
with the changes in population structure, | see that a greater social-political
problem lies with the way a neo-liberal government is breaking the egalitarian
society in Japan. One concrete example of growing disparity is observable by
comparing the growing share of national income by the richest ten per cent in
Japan since the economic slowdown. The share of richest have increased from
34 per cent in 1992 to 42 per cent in 2010 (World Inequality Database, 2012).
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The increasing inequality and poverty among single female parent households

and elderly is a growing concern in Japan.

While the functions of shrines and temples that united residents and marked the
boundaries of local communities have declined, kominkan have occupied the
space for community making in the sense of Etzioni’s relationship building and
forging common values. A story of how the villagers handled the aftermath of
the earthquake-tsunami-nuclear power plant triple disaster in March 2011,
reported in the New York Times is an ‘exemplary of Japan’s communal spirit and
organising abilities’ (Fackler, 2011). The villagers were evacuated in the
kominkan and | am certain that the villagers had worked together and learned
together on many occasions in the exact venue. Knowing each other’s name and
the trust among them built through experiences of working together must have

helped them to organise themselves in emergency situation.

The Japanese society at large, however is becoming more diversified and neo-
liberal stance is influencing the foundations of social education - kominkan and
its’ professionals. Arai and Tokiwa-Fuse (2013, p. 172) write that the philosophy
of social education in Japan is based on a human rights-based approach and the
learners have the right to decide learning subjects and activities. Every
kominkan under the leadership of a social education director or coordinator and
with the participation of citizens agree on their management principles. There is
an active network among the kominkan for mutual learning and exchange of
good practices. The government has a national standard guideline on the
establishment and management of kominkans, but this is a minimum standard
mostly concerning facilities. There is one model of management that was
developed in Santama kominkan in a suburb of Tokyo in 1973 that has had an
influence on other kominkans. This popular model has four roles and seven
management principles of kominkan. The key essence of this model was the
kominkan’s role to guarantee citizens’ right to education, that residents are the
main driver of teaching-learning contents and activities and qualified kominkan
staff shall serve and support the realisation for their learning (Arai and Tokiwa-
Fuse, 2013, pp. 188-189; lida, 2003, p. 71).

Bell (2020) describes three forms of communities or communal life:

‘communities based on geographical location’; ‘communities of memory or
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groups of strangers who share a morally-significant history’; and ‘psychological
communities, or communities of face-to-face personal interaction governed by
sentiments of trust, co-operation and altruism’. These three forms of communal

life have been taking place through the activities of kominkan.

The vitality of kominkan, however is in decline due to many reasons. The MEXT
supported the outsourcing of kominkan management to private sector
responding to requests from the national association of mayors in 2005. The
Japan Association for the Promotion of Social Education (JAPSE) had issued

following statement about the privatisation:

It spread the idea that beneficiaries should pay for public services in
social education. It cr