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Introduction

Japan has an education system that is considered to be among the most rigorous, thorough, and coherent in
the world. Its outstanding performance based on international PISA benchmarks can be attributed to the
stringent and thorough nature of its curriculum (OECD, 2010a; OECD, 2010b). The meritocratic and Confucian
cultural values which are evident in both Japanese society and the national curriculum, support Suskie’s (2004)
theory that curriculum is inherently linked to societal values. Not only are these values desirable in the kinds of
Japanese citizens its society hopes to produce, but are also necessary for continued economic growth and the
preservation of its society. Recently, there have been concerns about the graduates of Japan's education system
lacking innovation, creativity, and leadership skills which caused further concern about its effect on the
Japanese economy which is striving to compete in a constantly changing global context (Iwasaki, 2013). Japan
now faces a number of adaptive challenges caused by globalisation, labour market reforms, the development of
technology, and changing cultural values for which there is no pre-existing means for a solution (OECD, 2016).

In order to secure its economic future, the Japanese government recognised that Japan must produce Global
Human Resources (gurobaru jinzai) who possess skills to communicate in a foreign language, think critically
and creatively to solve problems, be digitally literate, and lead in this culturally diverse global marketplace
(Iwasaki, 2013). The IB was identified as a framework to achieve this goal and secure its economic future
(Yamamoto, et al, 2016; Abe, 2013; Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology Japan,
2009). Accordingly, an initiative was announced in which IB programmes would be implemented in two
hundred schools in Japan by the year 2018 (Council on the Promotion of Human Resource for Globalization
Development, 2011). At time of writing, with one year remaining before this deadline, there are currently forty
nine IB World Schools in Japan (International Baccalaureate, 2017).

However, this ambitious initiative has been accompanied with little pedagogical and practical support for
implementation in Japanese article one schools, who have struggled to navigate the adaptive challenge of
changing a pedagogy which has remained largely unchanged since the Meiji era (Yamamoto, et al., 2016).

Curriculum, pedagogy and assessment are three essential interconnected, and interdependent aspects of
education when it comes to learning outcomes. In order for authentic and organic teaching and learning to take
place, there must be an alignment between these three aspects (UENSCO-IBE, 2003; Smith, Stanley, & Shores,
1950). This investigation will focus on enabling and disabling factors of IB implementation in Japan through
the lens of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment.

Curriculum, Pedagogy and Assessment

The current curriculum was developed with the aim of fostering students with twenty-first century skills, and
incorporates a balanced holistic approach to education (Iwasaki, 2013). “Zest for Living” (ikiru chikara), was
introduced into the Japanese curriculum in 2011 to support the development of global human resources. Zest
for Living is based on three areas: i) academic ability, including critical thinking and problem solving skills, ii) a
rich lifestyle, including care and empathy for others, and iii) physical and mental health, which includes the
promotion of a healthy mind and body (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology Japan
(MEXT), 2009).

In comparison, the International Baccalaureate Organisation (IBO) does not prescribe curriculum for its
programmes, allowing instead for autonomy of the schools. The aims and objectives for each subject are clearly
outlined in each subject guide, which are developed in order to fulfil the mission statement of the IB, which is to
“develop inquiring, knowledgeable and caring young people who help to create a better and more peaceful



world through intercultural understanding and respect” (International Baccalaureate Organisation, 2017). These
overarching aims, objectives, and mission of the IB are evident in its curricular goals outlined in subject guides,
which form a basis for assessment.

The reputations of both the Japanese curriculum and the IB are internationally renowned for their academic
rigor, and are highly regarded. While there is no prescribed curriculum in the IB programmes, a comparison of
the objectives of the Japanese national curriculum with the IB demonstrate several similarities in the officially
documented curricula. Elements of cohesion between the two curricula include, but are not limited to:

* A desire to positively contribute to society (local and global);

* Independent problem solving and critical thinking skills;

* Self-directed and creative exploration of subjects;

* Development of students with a mindset to make the world a better place;

* Fostering of a sense of social justice and empathy;

* Fostering of holistic students

* Producing informed, knowledgeable, and creative students;

* Development of a deep understanding and respect of one’s own culture

(Winter, 2017; International Baccalaureate Organisation, 2017a, 2017b; MEXT, 2009)

Gakuryoku (academic ability) is not only considered a measure of academic achievement in Japanese
education, but also of character - demonstrating discipline, determination, and perseverance (Inugai-Dixon,
2016; OECD, 2010; Hood, 2001). The measurement of academic ability (gakuryoku) became a perceived
necessity, and came to dominate secondary education due to the societal goal and increasing competitiveness of
university entrance, which until recently has been solely based on exam performance. The summative and test-
based standards of assessment of the entrance system to Japanese universities does not reflect a cohesion with
high school learning outcomes, resulting in a disconnect between curriculum and assessment. The desire and
pressure for students, and by association, families, teachers and schools, to achieve this great societal and
cultural goal, which can secure their economic future, outweighs the obligation to follow the 2005 amended
curriculum, and instead greater attention is given to the acquisition knowledge and skills required to achieve
the university entrance examination standards.

In contrast, the IB is most explicit in regards to assessment and learning outcomes out of curriculum,
pedagogy and assessment. IB assessment is composed of summative assessment and formative assessment,
which are focused not only on the product, but the process of learning. Summative assessment is designed to
provide evidence of student learning, and consists of opportunities for students to demonstrate their knowledge
and skills in a meaningful and authentic way. Formative assessment aims to provide feedback to students and
teachers about the learning and teaching process, and provide opportunities for students to develop critical
thinking skills through learning based on global contexts, develop international mindedness and a positive
attitude towards learning.

Explicit instruction is still the prominent form of teaching in the typical Japanese classroom. The perceived
role of the teacher is to deliver textbook content and ensure students follow the National Curriculum, as
determined by MEXT. Classroom instruction contains little to no project work or inquiry-based learning
(Yamamoto, et al., 2016). Due to the heterogeneous and large number of students in each class, there is value of
learning together as a group, and little differentiation (OECD, 2010). Confucian values of egalitarianism and
cultural values of humility and non-assertion of self, further consolidate this style of teaching and learning, as it
offers a sense of privacy when the only required method of demonstration of knowledge is on a paper test, and
doesn’t require students to ‘stand out’ of ‘flaunt’ their knowledge through class discussions or group work
(Yamamoto, et al., 2016). Due to the goal remaining unchanged, the pedagogy in Japanese high schools has also
remained unchanged, regardless of the curriculum reforms.

The IB provides a pedagogical philosophy and foundation, however it is not prescriptive in pedagogical
practices - similarly to its curriculum. A deeply constructivist philosophy is present in all IB programmes,
encouraging inquiry-based, and student-lead learning in democratic classrooms, focusing on applying learning
to global contexts to further expand their learning (What is an IB education?, 2013). The constructivist
philosophy is founded on the concept that students start from a position of knowledge and understanding, and
that the students (and teacher) work together through a process of inquiry to construct meaning. A
constructivist pedagogical approach requires the teacher to facilitate learning through discussion, research,
group work etc. only intervening to ask guiding questions or correct when necessary (International



Baccalaureate Organisation, 2014; Hattie, 2008). The IB provides six documented aspects of a pedagogical
approach which include inquiry-based, concept-driven, contextualized, collaborative, differentiated, and
informed by assessment (International Baccalaureate Organisation, 2014).

Enablers

Yamamoto et al. (2016) discovered a number of enablers of IB implementation in a case study of five
Japanese secondary schools, which were leadership and vision, history of creativity in regards to curriculum
development, and networking. Of the three essential elements of education, curriculum, pedagogy, and
assessment, curriculum is considered to be the most conducive and cohesive to both Japanese education and
the IB. Findings suggest that the macro enablers for this curricular cohesion are economic and political factors
(Yamamoto, et al, 2016; Abe, 2013; Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology Japan,
2009).

A realisation that not implementing a curricular overhaul to incorporate twenty-first century skills would
jeopardise Japan's economic future led to a revision of the national curricular aims and objectives in 2005, and
a subsequent development of Zest for Living (ikiru chikara) in 2006. A focus on critical thinking, problem
solving skills, and communication are but some skills the economic and subsequently the education sector
hopes to foster in young people in order to develop Global Human Resources (gurobaru jinzai) to be able to
compete in a global workforce and keep the Japanese economy afloat (Winter, 2017; Yamamoto, et al., 2016;
Abe, 2013; Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology Japan (MEXT), 2009). Quincy
Kameda from Tamagawa University, Japan, confirms this by positing, “for the country to keep up with the global
pace of development, they need people that are open-minded, well-balanced, creative but principled, and not
afraid to take risks” (Nitu, 2013). The alignment of the IB with MEXT’s goal of developing Zest for Living (ikiru
chikara), focused on critical and independent thinking, research and inquiry, and international mindedness also
guaranteed the support of MEXT (Yamamoto, et al., 2016; Abe, 2013; Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science and Technology Japan, 2009).

Both of these changes are a step closer to developing critical thinking, problem solving, creativity and
communication skills in students. These economic and political factors gave impetus to a curricular reform,
which because of its incidental alignment to the IB programmes, enable the implementation of IB in Japanese
schools. Implementing IB programmes based on values and concepts already present in the school philosophy
is critical in order not to lose its traditions or cultural identity (Shibuya, 2013; Yamamoto, et al., 2016).

Disablers

Yamamoto et al. identified a number of disabling factors of five case study schools implementing the 1B
Diploma Programme in Japan. Among these factors were financial (resources, annual fees and training),
structural (resources including ICT), organisational (staffing allocation for smaller classes, national curriculum
requirements, alignment of examination timelines), pedagogical (lack of expertise in regards to inquiry-based
learning, use of ICT, criterion-based assessment, and formative assessment), and linguistic challenges
(insufficient resources available in Japanese) (Yamamoto, et al., 2016). An additional challenge was reported by
Robert Stern (as cited in Nitu, 2013), Diploma Programme Coordinator at a private international school in Japan
who identified involvement in extra-curricular activities while keeping up with a Diploma Programme workload
as a challenge for IB implementation (Nitu, 2013). Further challenges expressed by DP Coordinators also
include concerns about the core DP subjects of Theory of Knowledge (TOK) and Creativity, Activity, Service
(CAS), which don’t ‘fit’ into a traditional Japanese curriculum (Nitu, 2013).

Logistic factors aside, the literature suggests that the disconnect between pedagogy and assessment, and
curriculum, are disabling factors (Winter, 2017). While there has been an official announcement of an initiative
of education reform in Japan through the 1B (Abe, 2013; Council on the Promotion of Human Resource for
Globalization Development, 201 1), there has been no accompanying practical support as to how to implement it
in Japanese schools. There are a number of key pedagogical practices which are critical to the implementation
of the IB, as well as proven to be effective in terms of enhancing student learning which are lacking in expertise
of indigenous teachers (Yamamoto, et al., 2016).

The literature suggests these macro disablers are the meritocratic and Confucian philosophy of the Japanese
education system. While Japan's education system is also deeply influenced by Buddhism and Shintoism the
following Japanese societal values have been a direct influence of meritocracy and Confucian philosophy in



Japan: Effort, persistence, self-discipline, and hard work (Inugai-Dixon, 2016; OECD, 2010; Hood, 2001). The
concept that academic achievement, (gakuryoku), is an indicator of character (persistence, hard work, self-
discipline) in particular, is an effect of meritocracy. Despite Japan's efforts to develop skills pertaining to ikiru
chikara (Zest for Living), the explicitly outlined qualities such as empathy, teamwork, perseverance and sharing,
are not present in its assessment of academic ability.

The test-based education system that has evolved as a result of meritocratic and Confucian values has also
influenced the university sector, for which the university entrance admissions process is also test-based
(Yamamoto, et al., 2016). In recognition of this conflict, and out of a desire for the outcomes outlined in the Zest
for Living education reforms and skills representing Global Human Resources to be demonstrated, MEXT is has
announced an initiative to change the Centre Exam (a national test required for entrance to national
universities) from the year 2020 to include critical thinking, debate, and communication skills, though there has
been nothing specific announced to date (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology Japan
(MEXT), 2009).

Conclusion

Curriculum was identified as the most conducive and cohesive to implementation of IB in Japanese secondary
schools, as compared to its counterparts of pedagogy and assessment, enabled by economic and political factors
(Yamamoto, et al., 2016; Abe, 2013; Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology Japan,
2009). These reforms were initiated by the business and economic sector, in collaboration with MEXT, in order
to secure Japan's economic future by developing Global Human Resources (gurobaru jinzai) and develop young
people with critical thinking, communication, research, inquiry, and problem solving skills to succeed in a
rapidly changing global marketplace (Winter, 2017; Yamamoto, et al., 2016; Abe, 2013; Ministry of Education,
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology Japan (MEXT), 2009). Zest for Living (ikiru chikara) was included in
the Japanese curriculum in 2006 for the purposes of developing these attributes, which provides a strong
philosophical foundation in order to authentically adopt IB programmes, which is critical in implementation of
IB programmes (Shibuya, 2013; Yamamoto, et al., 2016).

A disconnect exists between the curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment in the Japanese education system.
The curriculum (including ikiru chikara) is scarcely implemented in Japanese secondary schools because of the
importance of preparing students to pass university entrance exams, which are test-based. This educational goal
affects assessment, which in turn dictates a teacher-centered and didactic pedagogy, causing the disconnect
with the curriculum. This disconnect in turn creates tension when it comes to implementing an international
curriculum into the Japanese education system, affected by the macro disablers of meritocratic and Confucian
philosophy of the Japanese education system. Effort, persistence, self-discipline and hard work are but some
societal values influenced by the meritocracy and Confucianism (Inugai-Dixon, 2016; OECD, 2010; Hood, 2001).
Furthermore, academic achievement (gakuryoku) is considered to be an indicator of these attributes, which
increases its value in society, affecting its prominence in assessment (Yamamoto, et al., 2016). These
philosophical values impede a constructivist philosophy which requires the teacher to facilitate learning
through discussion, research, group work etc. and is founded on a process of inquiry in order to construct
meaning (International Baccalaureate Organisation, 2014; Hattie, 2008). The IB'’s six approaches to teaching
stem from this philosophy, which conflict with the current pedagogical practices in Japanese secondary schools.

IB implementation in Japan could be a promising framework through which to strengthen the Japanese
economy and society to withstand the rapidly changing global marketplace. Implementing an international
programme within a national system should be a result of a careful and considered approach, taking the time to
examine the values of each, lest some of its rich cultural heritage be lost (Shibuya, 2013; Hill, 2000). In the
spirit of the IB, it should be critically analysed and examined of its value, philosophy and practices prior to
implementation in any culture, while at the same time examining and investigating the values and potential
weaknesses of the education system of the host country, such as Japan (Shibuya, 2013).
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