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One of the priorities of Prime Min-
ister Shinzo Abe’s agenda is reform
of the nation’s education system. This
is being undertaken at a time when
the problem of bullying at schools has
become increasingly serious.

Part of the background to the bul-
lying phenomenon lies in the fact that
schools and society in general put too
much emphasis on uniformity and
show little tolerance for diversity.
Children who stick out from the stu-
dent body seem to be natural targets.
Among those are the increasing num-
bers of non-Japanese children grow-
ing up in this country.

The number of foreign residents in
Japan has continuously increased and
it now surpasses 2 million. As a con-
sequence, an estimated 70,000 non-
Japanese children now attend public
schools in this country. An addition-
al 24,000 are enrolled at schools set
up for foreign children, which are au-
thorized as “miscellaneous educational
institutions.” Also, more than 7,000
attend schools that lack any official
recognition.

Public schools are grappling with a
major educational challenge: teach-
ing Japanese to foreign students.
Schools with a good number of for-
eign students have teachers to pro-
vide Japanese language education at
special classes. Unfortunately, few of
these teachers have sufficient ex-
pertise or experience in teaching
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Japanese to foreign children. For that
matter, there is no established teach-
ing method available for them to re-
fer to.

Another important challenge facing
Japanese public schools is how to cre-
ate a multicultural environment where
students of different nationalities and
ethnic backgrounds learn to accept
each other and study together.

Schools for foreign students are not
without their own problems, either.
Schools for Koreans and Chinese with
permanent residence in Japan have a
long history and are officially recog-
nized, albeit as miscellaneous schools.
But the situation is quite different for
the 80 or so schools catering to Brazil-
ians and Peruvians, whose numbers
have grown rapidly in recent years.
So far, only three have been recog-
nized as miscellaneous schools. The
rest are treated as unauthorized pri-
vate schools. This means they are not
eligible for government subsidies,
leaving them financially strapped.

But even authorized miscellaneous
schools enjoy far less public financial
support than regular schools. Besides,
miscellaneous schools are defined as
“institutions that provide education
similar to school education.” They
usually offer specialist courses and
skills that are not taught at ordinary
schools, such as cooking and driving.
It doesn’t make sense for schools for
foreign children to be put into this
category.

Even more serious is the problem

of foreign children
who do not attend
school at all. It is be-
lieved there are thou-
sands of such
children, mainly
Brazilians. However,
no reliable statistics
are available.

There are two key
factors for this prob—
lem: Foreign resi-
dents are not legally obliged to send
their children to school, and many for-
eign parents have unstable employ-
ment status.

Foreign children not attending
school often fail to attain sufficient
proficiency in both Japanese and their
native language and are prone to be-
coming delinquent.

Two key human rights treaties that
Japan has ratified—the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights and the Convention
on the Rights of the Child—stipulate
that the right to education should be
guaranteed for all children irrespec-
tive of their nationalities. To honor
those treaties, the Japanese govern-
ment is now obliged to address the
concerns mentioned above.

As it happens, the government has
belatedly started dealing with the issue.
In a meeting of the Council on Eco-
nomic and Fiscal Policy in April last
year, then Prime Minister Junichiro
Koizumi and then Chief Cabinet Sec-
retary Shinzo Abe pointed out the
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need to improve the living environ-
ment for foreign residents. Since then,
the government has been weighing
various issues in connection with the
lives of foreign residents here.

The government’s initiative has been
backed up by the council of munici-
palities with a relatively large num-
ber of foreign residents. The council,
established in 2001 by a group of cities
with large Brazilian populations, has
proposed a variety of policy measures
to deal with the issues. It now counts
18 municipal governments as its mem-
bers, mainly in Tokai region.

The council held a conference in
Tokyo on Nov. 21 that was attended
by officials of several ministries con-
cerned, including the Ministry of Ed-
ucation, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology, as well as the mayors of
the 18 municipalities. It was a rare op-
portunity for the central and local gov-
ernments to exchange views on issues
related to the education of foreign chil-
dren at public and other schools.

The government should capitalize
on this opportunity to set basic prin-
ciples for the education of foreign chil-
dren and make serious efforts to
improve the educational environment
for them.

The author is a professor at Meiji
University in Tokyo who chairs the
committee on promotion of multicul-
tural communities that was set up by
the Ministry of Internal Affairs and
Communications.
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