


3 The Advancement of Home Economics Education in Post-war Era

Table 3-3 Senior High School “Home Economics” — Ministry of Education’s
Course of Study from 1955 to the Present

1955 (56) ~

1958 (60) ~

1968 (70) ~

| General Home Economics

1. Clothing

2. Home management

3. Food

4. Child rearing & family

* Students take one elective
from the following
courses: fine arts, home
economics, vocational
skills.

General Home Economics

1. Home life and
management

2. Personal financial
planning

3. Efficient home life

4. Food management

5. Clothing management

6. Household management

7. Education and care of
young children

8. Improving home life

* Girls take 2-4 credits

General Home Economics

1. Home life and
management

2. Scheduling time for work
and play at home

3) Home and organized life

4) Planning meals

5) Clothing management

6) Household management

7) Education and care of
young children

* Girls take 4 credits

1977 (78) ~ 1989 ~ 1998 (99) ~
General Home Economics General Home Economics Comprehensive Home
Economics

1. Home life planning &
family '

2. Clothes planning &
making

3. Planning meals &
cooking

4. Household planning &
organization

5. Mother’s health &
education and care of
young children

6. Home project & family
life club

* 4 credits required for girls

* Elective for boys

1. Family and family life

2. Household management
and consumption

3. Planning of clothing and
clothes making

4. Planning for eating and
cooking

5. Planning housing and
house organization

6. Child rearing and
parenting roles

7. Home project & family
life club .

General Home Life
Home Life Skills

* 4 credits required for all
girls and boys

*School may select one
Of the above three
learning courses.

1. Human life and family &
welfare

2. Child development, child
rearing and child welfare

3. Life and welfare for
elderly people

4. Life science and culture

5. Consuming for living,
resources and environment

6. Home projects and Family
life club activities

Fundamentals of Home
Economics
(abridged)

Home Life Skills (abridged)

*2-4 credits required for all
girls and boys

* School may select one of
the above three learning
courses.
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2009~

* 2-4 credits required for all girls and boys

* School may select one of the following three learning courses.

Basic Home Economics

(1) Human life, Family, Home and Welfare

(2) Independent life, Consumerism and the Environment
(3) Home project and Future Homemakers Club Activity

Comprehensive Home Economics

(1) Human life, Family and Home

(2) Relationship with children and elderly people, and Welfare
(3) Financial Planning and Consumption in Life

(4) Life Science and Environment

(5) Life Planning

(6) Home project and Future Homemakers Club Activity

Life Design

(1) Human life, Family, Home and Welfare

(2) Lifestyle Establishment Concerning Consumption and Environment
(3) Planning and Creation of Life regarding Food

(4) Planning and Creation of Life regarding Clothing

(5) Planning and Creation of Life regarding Housing

(6) Home project and Future Homemakers Club Activity

senior high school level was supposed to focus on developing practical knowledge and
life skills through hands-on activities. One important difference, however, was that the
child-raising content in senior high school home economics included a separate item
called “Motherhood and Health,” thus making a point of the connection between home
economics and being a mother.

To understand how home economics came to be a required high school subject for
girls only, it is necessary to know a little of the social background. In post-war Japan
the home was the domain of the woman, and housework was primarily the woman’s
responsibility. Thus, it was to be expected that girls would be the ones to learn the
skills and knowledge needed for taking care of the home. Furthermore, during the
economic revival of the 1960s, the discriminatory slogan “Ofoko wa Shigoto, Onna wa
Katei” (Men Work, Women Home) had been used to rally industry and the country to
achieve rapid economic growth. This notion had surely influenced the educational
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system as well. Add to this the fact that home economics teachers themselves
advocated making their subject required only for girls as a way to preserve their field.
These, as well as other factors, contributed to the upholding of gender-based roles
throughout the period of economic recovery in the 1960s and 1970s.

" 3-5 Home Economics in Senior High Schools from 1980s to the Present: The
Realization of a Home Economics Requirement for both Boys and Girls

In the 1989 Course of Study, senior high school home economics, before a subject
required only for girls, was changed into a regular co-educational course of study.
Changing a school subject originally designed for girls into one to be studied by both
boys and girls, with the stated goal of overturning established gender roles, was a new
achievement in the history of Japanese education.

If one considers the situation in other countries, one quickly notices that Japan is
unique in this regard. For example, in most US states home economics is an elective
course in senior high school, or at best a required elective. In countries of the British
Commonwealth, such as England and Canada, in all but a few provinces or regions,
there is no course with the name “home economics”. Even in the countries of northern
Europe, where home economics is comparatively advanced, it is a required subject
only in elementary and junior high schools; in senior high schools it is regarded as a
vocational course of study.

So, why, in Japan, was home economics established as a regular part of senior
high school curriculum as a required part of the curriculum? In the following sections,
the social background of the process leading to this achievement and its significance
and several outstanding issues will be discussed.

3-5-1 Social Background and Process

The switch to a co-educational home economics course was not accepted very
well by individual school administrators, nor was there enough prior debate or mutual
understanding between teachers and administrators about the necessity of such a
course. In fact, it is clear that there was little recognition within the Japanese
educational system of the real problem, that is, the tendency of schools to maintain the
discriminatory status quo, which, in terms of the curriculum content, meant that home
economics would remain a subject studied only by girls.

There were, largely speaking, three main factors that contributed to the
advancement of reform. First, there were the efforts of home economics teachers at the
time to incorporate coeducational home economics into the curriculum. Second,
parents and members of the community actively promoted the new system. And, lastly,
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there was the growing awareness around the world of the problem of gender-based
discrimination and the influence of the global movement to abolish it, as represented
by CEDAW. The following will look at these factors in more detail:

(1) The Efforts of Teachers

As mentioned previously, home economics was designated in the 1970 Course of
Study as a requirement for girls only. This policy was started, for the most part, in
schools throughout the country. However, there were a few prefectures, such as
Nagano and Kyoto, which went against the trend and implemented a home economics
requirement for both boys and girls. In 1973, progressive schools in these prefectures
required all students to take two credits out of four of home economics. In these cases,
there are three factors thought to have contributed to the early realization of a co-
educational course.

First, there existed in these areas an association of teachers that actively
promoted co-educational home economics at the municipal level. In Nagano and Kyoto,
members of the local home economics teachers’ associations were constantly active,
publishing papers that promoted “Co-educational Home Economics,” submitting
proposals to the Ministry of Education or to prefectural boards of education, and trying
to gain the understanding of teachers’ unions as well as teachers of other subjects.
These home economics teachers were (and still are) active in research, working on
papers or writing textbooks especially for co-educational classes - textbooks that were
full of the sociological perspective that had, up to then, been lacking in the field.

Second, there was the persistence of teachers who held seminars, wrote proposals,
debated the issue, and offered logical arguments that managed to convince school
administrators and other teachers that the girls-only requirement for home economics
was discriminatory.

And third, there also existed in these places boards of education, or other faculty
organizations, that were open and understanding to the arguments offered by home
economics teachers.

It was these factors, along with the support of progressive-minded prefectural
governments, which allowed innovation to happen. In most prefectures or districts
where these three conditions were absent, the girls-only requirement was allowed to
continue.

However, as the 1980s began, the problem of gender-based discrimination in
schools was no 'longer simply a concern of individual teachers: teachers’ unions,
research associations in the field of home economics education, and even private
research institutes, start to focus attention on the problem. A lively debate begins to
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take place in academic home economics journals. Unfortunately, however, this debate
did not manage to reach the whole education community. This failure was due in part
to the lack of a concentrated effort on the part of home economics professionals to
publicize the issue. However, there was also a general belief among teachers and
educators that gender was not really a problem. Many of these teachers also looked
down on home economics as being “un-academic.” Such attitudes were common at the
time and also contributed to the problem.
(2) The Efforts of Local Citizens

Starting in the latter half of the 1970s, a number of local citizens’ groups and
community associations began focusing attention on the problem of gender
discrimination in schools. With the issue “Girls-only Home Economics Perpetuates
Sexual Stereotypes,” they organized campaigns seeking to make home economics a
required course for boys as well as girls. One such local group, founded in 1973, called
itself “The Committee for Co-ed Home Economics.” In addition to researchers and
teachers, it had as its supporters: lawyers, writers, editors, mass media professionals,
housewives, and various other members of the community. They were very active in
writing appeals, gathering petitions, contacting government representatives, and
publishing papers. Thus they managed to spread the word to a broader public. In
February of 1981, the Japanese Attorneys’ Association published an opinion paper
which proposed, first of all, that “the current girls-only system be abolished and a co-
ed curriculum be installed in its place — a curriculum that includes in its content the
following elements: 1) the nurturing of the knowledge and skills necessary for the
building of a democratic family and 2) the understanding and appreciation of the
principle of equality and respect for the individual.” Through the actions of these
groups and individuals, the awareness of the problem, which had, up to then, been
confined mostly to schools, was spread far and wide. '

(3) Co-educational Home Economics and CEDAW

The single greatest influence on the creation of co-educational high school home
economics was the worldwide struggle against sexual discrimination led by the United
Nations, especially the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women, commonly known as the Treaty for the Rights of Women or simply as
the Women’s Convention.

Influenced by the worldwide movement in the 1960s to liberate women, the
United Nations declared 1975 the “International Year of the Woman,” and the first
World Conference of the International Women’s Year was held in Mexico City. Thus,
one can see that even the United Nations was turning its attention to the problems of
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the gender gap and sexual discrimination in an effort to rectify the situation. The next
year the General Assembly resolved to make the next ten years the United Nations
Decade for Women. Halfway through that decade, in 1980, a conference was held in
Copenhagen, where a plan of action was adopted for the latter half of the decade. At
the heart of this plan was the ratification and implementation of CEDAW (adopted by
the UN in 1979). Japan signed on to the Women’s Convention at the Copenhagen
Conference and by 1985, the last year of the Decade for Women, had re-evaluated its
laws and institutions in order to ratify the Convention. During this process it became
known that girls-only compulsory home economics was in violation of Article 10,
which obligates countries to end discrimination in education. Specifically, Japan was in
violation of the following terms of that article: a) countries must provide access to
curriculé, and other means of receiving an equal education; and b) countries must
eliminate stereotyped concepts of the roles of men and women. Coincidentally, this
was also a time of social change in Japan with families having fewer children and an
increase in the number of non-traditional families. And it was also a time of growing
awareness of the need for parent training. A 1986 report on education states the
necessity to “re-evaluate school subjects, such as home economics, from the standpoint
of providing adequate education for future parents.”

The above are all factors thought to have contributed to the establishment of co-
educational home economics in Japan. In this way, the current curriculum was formed
on a basis created by the gradual efforts of teachers and citizens in response to the
needs of the nation for education related to the home and family. But, above all, it was
thanks to the strong support provided by the ratification of the Women’s Treaty at the
international level. However, the question remains as to why only Japan implemented a
co-educational program, even though the treaty was ratified by many other countries.
In other countries, home economics was generally an elective course for both boys and
girls, and therefore not discriminatory. In Japan, however, where sex roles were firmly
well-established, there was a strong belief in the necessity of girls taking home
economics and a national fear that, if the subject were made elective, then girls might
choose not to take it. Another convincing argument that should not be overlooked is
that many Japanese companies at that time were increasingly posting their male
employees on solitary assignments, where they would need to take care of themselves
at home.

Through this process, discrimination changed around, and Japan was able to
realize a truly co-educational, senior high school home economics program unseen
anywhere else in the world.
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3-5-2 Various Problems Associated with the Implementation of Coeducational
Home Economics

Starting in the academic year 1994 and advancing each year, co-educational
home economics was gradually put into practice; however, its realization was not
without problems. First of all, there was a shortage of teachers. Second, there was also
the problem of beginning home economics in boys’ schools with no previous
experience teaching the subject. And, third, there was the worry on the part of
administrators and other teachers about whether or not home economics could be
taught to boys by female teachers.

Regarding the first problem, most municipal governments responded to the
shortage of home economics teachers simply by an increase in hiring. In addition to
these new teachers, there were also a number of teachers from other fields, motivated
by their own desire for change or the needs of their schools, who returned to university
to take the new home economics license and start teaching. Some of these teachers
were male teachers from other subjects, such as natural science, social studies, foreign
languages (mostly English), Japanese language arts, and physical education. To deal
with the needs of municipal governments to license new teachers, several universities
offered special one-year courses.

Why did these male teachers switch to home economics? According to one
teacher, Tadaharu Minamino, a senior high school English teacher who switched to
home economics in 1993, “I believe that the knowledge one gains in home economics
is key to bringing humans back together. It is the field that possesses the greatest
potential of producing a methodology capable of rehabilitating humanity (Miyazaki
1999).” A former social studies teacher, Wataru Kumada, states that he decided to get a
home economics license because he was “dissatisfied with teaching abstract subjects
like social studies and economics that deal only with general notions.” He continues:
“After getting married and helping my wife with the housework, I became interested in
issues, such as feminism, consumer advocacy, and caring for the elderly (Miyazaki
1999).” Both of these teachers had two things in common: 1) they had doubts about the
value of the educational content of their own fields; and 2), they felt the limits of test-
oriented education. At the same time, they were attracted to the holistic and practical
aspects of home economics, with its focus on human life skills. After receiving their
licenses, these qualified teachers brought a unique perspective to the teaching of home
economics.

Regarding the second problem, that is, the lack of experience of boys’ school at
teaching home economics, the realization of the new subject was a huge responsibility.

35



Home Economics Education in JAPAN 2012

The inclusion of home economics meant a reduction in study time for test preparation,
and this made many schools understandably worried. While there are currently a
number of enthusiastic teachers at these schools who occasionally report their activities
in home economics journals, for the most part, these schools have a rather passive
attitude towards the teaching of home economics. Many have not built facilities for
cooking classes nor hired full-time home economics teachers, relying instead on part-
time teachers from other schools.

Concerning the third problem, related to the worry about teaching boy students, it
was discovered to be a simple matter of prejudice as soon as instruction began. Even if
teaching home economics to boys could be said to be difficult, it is in fact no more
difficult than in other subjects. Regardless of these concerns, teachers have reported in
various journals that classes with both boys and girls are more active, they are more
interested in the content of the classes, and the discussions more interesting.

3-5-3 The Spread of Coeducational Home Economics and its Effects

It has been eighteen years since the foundation of co-educational home
economics. The biggest change during this period, as stated in the previous section, has
been the gradual acceptance of home economics as a subject worthy of study. This
acceptance started with teachers and students and has spread to the community and all
of society.

According to one study that looked at how home economics is perceived by
senior high school students, it was found that among the eight principal subjects
studied at senior high school, students ranked home economics number one in terms of
“the ability to relax during class,” number two in terms of “usefulness after graduation
from school,” and number three in terms of “wanting to continue to study later in life
(Saegusa 1998). Home economics ranked fourth in the study both as “a fun subject to
study” and as “the subject most talked about with parents.” From this study one can see
that, within the high-pressure, test-taking world of Japanese senior high school
education, home economics is perceived as a fun, relaxing subject that teaches skills
useful throughout one’s life.

So, how has the establishment of coeducational home economics affected the
awareness of sex roles in Japanese society? Comparing before and after, one can see
that both boys and girls have grown in their unbiased awareness of gender differences.
Arai and Tsuruta, in a 1996 study, showed that this growth was particularly evident in
boys (45). Furthermore, one can see the subtle beginnings of change at the post-
secondary level, where a small but growing number of young men have chosen home
economics as their major. While there are no national statistics on the actual number, at
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the author’s university, about ten percent of all students who major in home economics
are male, with most indicating a desire to become home economics or pre-school
teachers. What these young men all have in common is a free-thinking attitude and the
total lack of preconceived notions of home economics being just for girls. In the future,
when these students will have graduated and taken their place in society as teachers
themselves, one can reasonably expect that gender bias and the idea of “women’s
work” will gradually dissolve.
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