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The Quality of Compulsory School
Teachers in Japan: An Analysis of

Quantitative Investigations of Teachers’
Professional Development in 2011-12

La calidad de los profesores de ensefianza obligatoria
en _Japon: un andlisis de investigaciones cuantitativas
sobre desarrollo profesional docente en 2011-12

Akira Kawamura
e-mail: akira@kuins.ac.jp
Kansai University of International Studies. Japan

Abstract: The purpose of this study" is to investigate a hypothesis about why there are no regional gaps in the qual-
ity of Japanese teachers based on the data of a 2011-12 quantitative investigation of public primary school and middle/
junior high school teachers in three prefectures located in different regions. Based on this survey, the hypothesis put forth
in this paper has been confirmed. The results indicate that interactions among colleagues in Japanese primary and mid-
dle/junior high school teachers’ teaching lives are homogenous and that the quality of experience related to professional
development as a teacher is constant in 3 prefectures, regardless of the region in which their school is located and of
differences in the jurisdictions’ boards of education. In other words, the professional development environment is stand-
ardized. Thus we can guess that there is a certain level of teacher competence regardless of region. The standardization of
the environment of teachers’ professional development and the teacher competence can be cited as a characteristic of the
Japanese teaching profession. If this is the case, Japanese children are guaranteed a certain level of education no matter
what region they live in and can attain a certain level of academic abilities. This is presumably one reason why Japan
achieves high scores on international academic ability surveys.

Keywords: teacher; quality; standardization; Japan; professional development.

Resumen: El propdsito de este estudio es investigar la hipétesis acerca de por qué no hay diferencias regionales en
la calidad de los maestros japoneses, basindonos en los datos de una investigacién cuantitativa realizada en el curso 2011-
12 sobre la escuela primaria ptblica y los profesores de ensefianza media/junior de las «<high school» en tres prefecturas
situadas en diferentes regiones. Sobre la base de este estudio, se ha confirmado la hipétesis planteada en este trabajo. Los
resultados indican que las interacciones entre companeros de ensefianza primaria y secundaria japonesa son homogéneos
y que la calidad de la experiencia relacionada con el desarrollo profesional como profesor es constante en tres prefecturas,
independientemente de la regién en el que la escuela esté localizada y de las diferencias en las juntas de educacién de
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las jurisdicciones. En otras palabras, el entorno de desarrollo profesional ha sido estandarizado. Por lo tanto, podemos
suponer que hay un cierto nivel de competencia de los profesores, independientemente de la regién. La estandarizacién
del entorno de desarrollo profesional de los docentes y de la competencia de los profesores puede citarse como una
caracteristica de la profesién del docente japonés. Si este es el caso, a los nifos japoneses se les garantiza un cierto nivel
de educacion, sin importar la regién en la que vivan, y pueden alcanzar un cierto nivel de habilidades académicas. Esta
es probablemente una de las razones por las cuales Jap6n alcanza altas puntuaciones en las encuestas internacionales de
aptitud académica.

Palabras clave: maestro; calidad; normalizacién; Japén; desarrollo profesional.
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1. Japanese Teachers Noted Throughout the World

An international academic ability survey found Japanese children to have
high academic abilities. Since 1995, Japan has participated in the Trends in In-
ternational Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), which measures academic
achievement in math and science at the primary and middle/junior high school
levels, and has generally ranked within the top five participating countries. Ja-
pan has also participated in the Program for International Student Assessment
(PISA) since 2000 and has scored generally within the top ten in literacy, math-
ematical literacy, and science literacy. In the Program for International Assess-
ment of Adult Competencies (PITAAC), which measures literacy, numeracy, and
problem-solving abilities using technology among men and women age 16 to 65,
Japan was generally one of the top scorers, showing that the academic abilities of
Japanese adults are among the highest in the world.

Why is the quality of Japanese education so high? One important factor may
be the high quality of teachers. It is believed that the quality of Japanese teachers
is so high because there is a set standard and there are no differences in quality
by region. Therefore, this paper hypothesizes about why there are no regional
gaps in the quality of Japanese teachers and aims to investigate that hypothesis.
Particularly, it focuses on the factors that support the quality of Japanese teach-
ers and considers the fact that there are no regional gaps in these factors to be an
important element in maintaining the high quality of teachers.

2. The Professional Development of Japanese Teachers

What experiences do Japanese teachers have, and what have they done to
improve their own quality and thus support the quality of education? To clarify
this, we should investigate what they find significant and whether they have in-
creased their own competencies.

Among studies on Japanese teachers, the study «The Life Course of Teachers»
begun by Tadahiko Inagaki ez 4/ analysed and discussed the professional
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development of teachers from a historical viewpoint looking at social conditions
and trends in education policies®. These researchers targeted a cohort of teachers
who graduated in 1931 from a normal school in Nagano prefecture and discussed
the impact that the history of the Showa period had on these teachers®. This
research showed that the things which teachers believed to be most important
in supporting their practices and raising competency were «research activity
at school», «meetings at school with exceptional senior teachers and leaders»,
followed by «experience in educational practices», «<appointments to schools that
have personal meaning» and «meeting exceptional people outside of school»

(Inagaki ez al., 1988, pp. 72-96) .

Junji Yamazaki, in a study related to Inagaki’s life-course research, targeted
teachers who graduated from the national teacher-training department and be-
came primary and middle/junior high school teachers in prefectural schools. Be-
tween 1984 and 2004, he conducted five continuous surveys, each time clarify-
ing the characteristics and changes of the professional development of teachers®.
All five surveys showed that most teachers, regardless of generation, indicated
that the things significant to improving the quality of practices were «training
in afliliated schools», «workplace atmosphere and human relations» and «one’s
own motivation and effort». A higher percentage of the younger generation also
indicated «personal advice from senior teachers and colleagues» and «changes in
interactions with children» (Yamazaki, 2002, pp. 204-234).

These studies targeted specific eras in Japanese history and teachers in a spe-
cific region. Therefore, it remains unclear what all generations of teachers per-
forming modern educational practices find significant in improving the quality
of practices and whether the same things would be found significant in a survey
targeting teachers outside a specific region.

One survey that clarifies some of what is significant in improving the qual-
ity of teaching practices among Japanese teachers is the Teaching and Learning
International Survey (TALIS). In this survey, compared to teachers from other

% Inagaki (1988) got the idea of a life course for teachers from Elder’s (1974).

% Showa (25 December 1926 — 7 January 1989) is the name of the era of the Showa Emperor, known
outside of Japan as Emperor Hirohito. The subjects of this particular survey were public primary school
teachers during this Showa period. When they were young teachers, many teachers in Nagano prefecture were
arrested for participating in leftist movements. Then, as mid-career teachers, they experienced World War
I1. After the war they practised progressive education while continuing to teach under the conservativization
of educational policies. They experienced the changes in the Japanese educational environment brought on
by the period of high economic growth and the rise of the ratio of students who go on to the next stages of
education. Most of them retired from primary school teaching and administration in the 1970’s (Inagaki
etal., 1988, pp. 5-12).

4 Yamazaki et al. (Yamazaki et al., 2010; Mochizuki ez al., 2011ab) focused on the teachers of the
younger generation and conducted the sixth survey in 2010.
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countries participating in the survey, many Japanese middle school and junior
high school teachers indicated the following to be significant: 1) When many
people receive guidance from the principal of their school, school management
team members, and leaders within the organization; 2) Classroom visits to other
schools are actively carried out; 3) Feedback from teachers is given in multiple
forms; and 4) Many teachers feel their competency improving as a result of the

feedback.

However, TALIS does not show just how significant the guidance from other
teachers is, nor what kind of feedback is significant. In addition, since this survey
targeted middle/junior high school teachers, it does not shed light on primary
school teachers, and it is difficult to say that it can determine what underlies the
quality of Japanese primary and middle/junior high school teachers.

Therefore, this paper will clarify what types of things in their everyday teach-
ing life modern Japanese primary and middle/junior high school teachers feel
are significant in improving the quality of their practices. Additionally, it will
make a comparison by region and verify the hypothesis that there are no differ-
ences by region in factors that support teacher quality and that these factors are
homogenous.

3. Research Targets and Methods

The targeted regions, where Yamazaki conducts his survey studies, were B
prefecture in the Chubu region, which has an accumulation of quantitative data
on teacher competency formation, as well as A prefecture in the Kansai region
and C prefecture in the Kanto region, which have geography, population and
educational environments similar to B prefecture. B prefecture is located in the
periphery of a metropolitan area and is in a region with a population over the
three million mark of major cities. Prefectures A and C have similar regional
characteristics. They also have similar trends in educational environments based
on national academic ability survey results’. The survey subjects were public pri-
mary and middle/junior high school teachers in these three prefectures.

After performing random sampling for primary and middle/junior high
school teachers in each prefecture, a school survey sheet (1) and teacher ques-
tionnaires (multiple)® were distributed via postal mail. Each school that conduct-

> 'The percentage of correct answers of the three prefectures in twice national academic ability surveys
were near averages of all prefectures of Japan, and those areas are classified in «stable» type (Shimizu, Takada,
2012, pp. 31-51).

¢ 'This survey targeted all teachers, including not only managers and general teachers, but also part-
time lecturers, and therefore it was difficult to know the total number of teachers in each school beforehand.
Henceforth, with reference to the total number of pupils in the school, the approximate number of teacher
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ed the survey was requested to return the survey sheet and the recovered ques-
tionnaires all together. Survey results are shown in Table 1. This paper targeted
full-time employees and excluded management and part-time lecturers from the
recovered questionnaires.

In addition, taking into consideration the life cycle and history of the teach-
ers, those age 50 or older were labelled «veteran teachers», those in their 30’
and 40’s were labelled «mid-level teachers», and those in their 20’s were labelled
«young teachers». The sample overview is shown in Table 2.

The more senior teachers entered the teaching profession during the early
1970’s to the early 1980’s, when a period of high economic growth ended and
Japan entered a period of low economic growth. During this period, a large
number of teachers who had been hired after the war were retiring, and chil-
dren of the World War II baby boom, who had gone through school, were be-
ing employed in large numbers. As this generation entered the workforce, social
problems such as school dropouts, school violence, and bullying began to take
shape, and society’s trust in schools was declining. From the beginning of their
tenure to the mid-level of their careers, the nature of school education came
under question.

Later, in their veteran years, not only were these teachers devoted to their
educational practices, but they also wanted to be actively involved in school
management. This was also a period during which instilling in children a zest
for living and strengthening basic academic skills were being strongly demand-
ed through educational reforms. In addition, teacher-related reforms were put
forth, such as the teacher evaluation system and the teacher’s license renewal sys-
tem, and these teachers, in the final stages of their teaching lives, were required
to respond to changing circumstances.

Mid-level teachers were hired from the mid-1980s to the early 2000’s, when
education problems became social problems and there was distrust towards
schools. It was also a time when the number of teachers being hired was decreas-
ing, and it was becoming difficult to get a teaching job. Currently, these teachers
are in mid-level positions within schools and are mainly performing acts that are
required by educational reforms.

Young teachers entered the teaching profession from the mid-2000’s onward.
During this time, the number of teachers being hired, especially in metropolitan
areas, was rising, and educational reform was settling down. Their experience has
been of various educational policies surrounding schools and teachers.

questionnaires was calculated.
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4. Analysis Results

To start, I confirmed human relations and individual experiences that are
significant in improving the quality of modern educational practices for teachers
(Table 3). First, the items «interactions with children», «workplace atmosphere
and human relations» and «personal motivation and effort» were considered sig-
nificant by both primary and middle/junior high school teachers, receiving 2.5
points or more. This suggests that for teachers carrying out daily educational
practices, the people closest to them and their immediate circumstances are im-
portant.

The next items considered significant were «having a partner to confide trou-
bles in and seek guidance from», «observing colleagues’ classrooms and vice ver-
saz and «personal advice from senior teachers and teacher colleagues». Thus, we
understand that opportunities to receive detailed suggestions and people’s pres-
ence are important for issues related to one’s own educational practices.

Although some regional differences were found in a regional comparison of
the aforementioned significant human relations and opportunities, for teachers
within a region, significance was ranked at the same level as teachers from other
regions. Almost no regional differences were found for other items. Thus, we
can infer that recognition of the significance of human relations and individual
experiences to modern teachers is homogenized and that teachers have similar
experiences of educational practices and related everyday experiences.

What about institutions and organizations? (Table 4). Generally, items re-
lated to institutions and organizations received lower points than items on hu-
man relations and individual experiences and did not seem to be as significant in
raising current educational practices.

Closer examination reveals that practices such as «trainings sponsored by the
board of education» and «teacher evaluations» and participation in organizations
such as «private education and research organizations and voluntary clubs» and
«union activities» were significant to teachers and remained within about 1.7-
2.0 points. They seem to feel that voluntary commitment to national institutions
and organizations is strongly beneficial.

On the other hand, involvement at the school with which one is affiliated,
such as «trainings at affiliated school», «grade-level meetings and subject meet-
ings at affiliated school», and «research activities and the research framework of
the entire school», as well as participation in related research groups at other
schools, such as «participation in other schools’ research workshops» and «other
districts’ research groups by grade level, subject and area» had about 1.5-1.9
points. It seems that to teachers, external institutions and organizations are more
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significant than their own immediate institution and organizations.

Results of the comparison among regions showed that for both primary and
middle/junior high school teachers, there were not really any places with sig-
nificant differences. In other words, for both primary and middle/junior high
school teachers, awareness of institutions and organizations related to improving
the quality of educational practices is homogenous. Thus, we can deduce that
that there is a certain level of formal and informal research taking place in each
region.

Thus far, analysis indicates that teachers find relationships with colleagues to
be extremely significant in improving educational practices. Therefore, we now
focus on this point and confirm how teachers are commonly interacting with

their colleagues (Table 5).

The item that received high points among both primary and middle/junior
high school teachers of all generations was «talking with colleagues about chil-
dren and education» (about 1.9-2.3 points). It appears that teachers often have
conversations with colleagues regarding children and education.

«Being actively involved with grade-level and school management also re-
ceived high points (about 1.8-2.1). Regardless of generation, teachers are firmly
committed to school management and being an active member of the organiza-
tion. Taking into consideration that the response «practicing as you think you
should, without worrying about other colleagues or classes» is also over 1 point,
this further suggests that primary and middle/junior high school teachers are
strongly committed to school management.

One item suggesting a difference between primary and middle/junior high
school teachers in how they communicate is the response to «exchanging advice
among colleagues about practices». Among primary school teachers, this received
about 1.8-1.9 points, indicating that it happens often, while among middle/
junior high school teachers, this received about 1.5-1.8 points, indicating that
exchanges of advice on practices are not as extensive among middle/junior high
school teachers. Another item that speaks to this relationship between colleagues
is the response «consulting with colleagues for guidance on practices». Since pri-
mary schools have the homeroom system, challenges regarding practices are like-
ly to be shared among many teachers; however, in middle/junior high schools,
there is the subject-teacher system, and the number of teachers who share similar
challenges is thus smaller. These items show a difference between primary and
middle/junior high school teachers in communication density.

For the response «consulting with colleagues for guidance on practices», it
appears that as generations increase in age, communication decreases. As teachers
gain experience, competence increases, and they can resolve problems regarding
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practices without consulting colleagues. We can presume that this is why the
density of guidance among veteran teachers is lower.

Next, when checking for regional differences by generation, regional dispari-
ties were not found among responses, including the aforementioned. In other
words, we can conclude that the way teachers interact among colleagues is ho-
mogenized.

5. Summary

The results above indicate that interactions among Japanese primary and
middle/junior high school teacher colleagues are homogenous and that the qual-
ity of experience related to professional development as a teacher is constant. In
other words, the professional development environment is standardized, and the
hypothesis put forth in this paper has been proved. The teachers of each genera-
tion in each region maintain a similar awareness and have homogenous behav-
iour, regardless of the region in which their school is located and of differences
in the jurisdiction of boards of education. Although each generation of teachers
has its own characteristics due to the eras through which they lived, the educa-
tion they received, and different number of years of experience, the similarities
of each generation extending beyond regions were also confirmed. Thus we can
posit that there is a certain level of teacher competence regardless of region.
The standardization of the environment of professional development of teachers
and teacher competence can be cited as characteristics of the Japanese teaching
profession. If this is the case, Japanese children are guaranteed a uniform level of
education and academic achievement regardless of the region in which they live.
This is presumably one reason why Japan achieves high scores on international
academic ability surveys.

Our findings show that teachers feel «trainings sponsored by the board of
education» are significant for the standardization of the professional develop-
ment environment of teachers and teacher competency. To this end, each region’s
board of education creates government-regulated training programs based on
notices from the Ministry of Education, Culture Sports, Science and Technol-
ogy (MEXT). In addition, as we saw from the findings on interactions among
colleagues, teachers are actively committed to school management on a daily
basis, and this may be related to the fact that through close interactions with
colleagues, they feel they are reaching a certain level of consensus as a member
of the organization.

However, this analysis cannot reject the existence of differences between in-
dividual teachers in each region. Research on Japanese teachers has indicated
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that there is a culture of cooperative pacing (Nagai, 1977; Kawamura, 2014). In
other words, Japanese teachers are interested in how other teachers run their
classrooms and educational activities and then institute similar practices to keep
pace with those other teachers. We can surmise that because of this, the quality
of teachers in a region has also been standardized to a certain extent.

As mentioned above, the creation of a structure to support the quality of
Japanese teachers can be cited as a proven effectiveness of national policies. How-
ever, it is essential to note that if teachers blindly follow government-determined
standards and goals, they will be in danger of no longer thinking autonomously
about what is essential for the education of the children with whom they come
into contact every day and of how the future Japanese society should be.

Future topics include a further investigation on the characteristics of Japa-
nese teachers indicated in this paper. First, it is necessary to study whether the
environment of teacher competence formation and the standardization of teach-
er competence share commonalities in both metropolitan and rural areas of Ja-
pan. International comparative research should also be performed to determine
if standardization is common among teachers from countries with high academic
abilities, and if this standardization is unique to Japanese teachers or if it is com-
mon within the teaching profession in other countries, too.
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Table 3. Things that are significant for improving the quality of current educational practices (human relations and personal experience)

Primary schools

Middle/junior high schools

Young teachers

Mid-level teachers

Veteran teachers

Young_teachers

Mid-level teachers

Veteran teachers

education

- @@

A B c A B c A B c A B c A B [§ A B c

prefecture prefecture prefecture | prefecture prefecture prefecture | prefecture prefecture prefecture | prefecture prefecture prefecture | prefecture prefecture prefecture | prefecture prefecture prefecture
Interactions with children| 2. 92 2.91 2.97 2.79 2.78 2.70 2.63 2.567——2.78 2.84 2.88 2.92 2.72 2. 2.81 2.51 2.57 2.61
Observing col leagues’
classes and Vice versa 2.80 2.77 2.85 2.60 2.57 2.52 2.38 2.37 2.53 2.54 2.61 2.77 2.39 2.42 2.47 2.28 2.30 2.30
The leadership and advice
of school principals and 2.50 2.34—— 2.68 2.25 2.17 2.30 2.00 1.95——2.21 2.46 2.48 2.46 2.09 2.16 2.22 1.92 1.89 1.93
ice principals
oot ons vith 2.41 2.20——2.47 | 2.18——2.03 2.14 1.95 1.87—2.09 | 2.41 216 2.23 2.15 202 216 | 2.00 1.78 1.85
Personal advice from
senior teachers and 2.79 2.72 2.78 2.57 2.45 2.54 2.26 2.29 2.37 2.73 2.61 2.69 2.47 2.41 2.50 2.25 2.2 2.15
teacher colleagues
Workplace atmosphere and
human relations 2.85 2.82 2.86 2.1 2.67 2.68 2.51 2.51 2.67 2.68 2.84 2.92 2.69 2.63—2.83 2.55 2.50 2.52
Having a partner (besides
a teacher) that you can
confide troubles in and 2.76 2.69 2.69 2.51 2.40 2.43 2.42 2.30 2.40 2.49 2.70 2.54 2.46 2.39 2.50 2.31 2.29 2.25
seek guidance from
Eroeuntering super for 2.05 1.91 2.15 | 2.09 1.96 2.03 1.97 1.97 2.06 192 202 204 1.86 1.92 1.98 1.92 1.97 1.89
Personal motivation and 278 2.83 290 | 2.74 263 270 | 2.60 252 268 | 2.84 2.8 292 2.65 2.65 2.78 | 2.54 2.6 2.61
Having interests that are
not directly related to 2.50 2.43 2.42 2.38 2.28 2.16 2.16 2.21 2.31 2.4 2.54 2.31 2.20 2.18 2.22 2.21 2.18 1.98

Note 1: Values are average values based on ’quite significant’ (1 point), 'somewhat sigi

Note

cant’ (2 p

: Places that were found to have a significant difference at the 5% level from one-way ANOVA are connected by a solid line.

ts), "hardly significant’ (1 point) and 'not significant’ (0 points).
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Table 5. Everyday Experience Related to Teaching

Primary schools

Middle/junior high schools

Young_teachers

Mid-level teachers

Veteran teachers

Young teachers

Mid-level teachers

Veteran teachers

worrying about other

col |eagues or classes

A B Cc A B c A B c A B c A B Cc A B c

prefecture prefecture prefecture | prefecture prefecture prefecture | prefecture prefecture prefecture | prefecture prefecture prefecture | prefecture prefecture prefecture | prefecture prefecture prefecture
Socializing informally
with col leagues even after| 1.89 1.85 1.56 1.51 1.46 1.57 1.46 —1.21 1.31 1.76 1.75 1.50 1.45 1.4 1.29 1.32 1.40 1.1
they have left the school
Talking with colleagues
about children and 2.27 2.22 2.29 2.19 2.1 2.13 2.12 1.99 —2.24 2.05 2.04 1.96 2.03 2.01 2.03 1.86 2.07 1.91
education
Observing colleagues’
Observing coleagues 153 1.45 153 | 1.67 .71 155 | 1.65  1.55  1.57 | 124  1.44  1.27 | 1.33—1.55  1.36 | 1.53  1.54  1.57
Exchanging advice among
e oo | 191 189 191 | 188 182 18 | 194 177 1 | 157 165 162 | 15 164 171 [ 1.5 160 178
Consulting with col leagues
for guidance on practices 2.19 2.1 2.00 1.96 1.86 1.89 1.67 1.61 1.70 1.97 1.89 1.88 1.64 1.64 1.76 1.40 1.40 1.35
Having study-group type _
events with col leagues 1.13 .94 1.16 1.16 .89 1.02 1.20 .95 1.15 .76 .53 .62 .80 .83 .19 .90 .87 .85
Being actively involved
with grade-level and 1.99 2.05 2.00 1.99 2.09 2.06 2.16 2.05 2.07 1.78 1.91 2.08 1,79 198 2,08 1.89 1.99 1.93
schoo| management
Actively speaking up in
e e 1.06  1.00 116 | 1.65  1.61  1.61 | 1.96— 1.64—1.93 .86 .89 .58 1.18—1.59 134 | 1.65 .71 1.74
Consulting with senior
staff, the vice principal, 1.66 1.69 1.80 1.68—— 1.87 1.92 1.60 1.56 1.63 1.43 1.28 1.46 1.49 1.67 1.64 1.49 1.64 1.59
or principal on practices
Practicing as you tl ink
you should. without 111 1.08 1.29 1.22 1.12 1.18 1.31 1.24 1.25 1.30 1.04 1.04 1.24 1.27 1.34 1.22 1.45 1.30

Note 1: Values are average values based on 'happens

Note 2: Places that were found to have a significant difference at the 5% level from one-way ANOVA are connected by a solid line.

| the time’ (1 point), 'happens sometimes’ (2 points), 'seldom happens’ (1 point) and 'never happens’ (0 points).
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