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Required System and Elective System of School
Subjects in Contemporary Japanese School

Susumu SASAKI*

A purpose of this study is to make it clear that previous studies have not clarified the meaning and function of elective
subjects in school program. Another purpose is to show the various form of elective and required subjects and to clarify the
characteristics and discuss the problems of this system.

The Contents are as follows.

1. Required and Elective System — prescription of the course of study (issued by Minister of Education) and its actualities

The course of study (COS) prescribes three forms of required subjects according to the category of students, e.g. programs
they follow, their sexes. They are ; a) subjects required for all students, b) subjects required for students in paticular depart-
ments in upper secondary school (USS), c) subjects required for sex, e.g. General Home Economics for girls in USS. Some
subjects, Music, Fine Art, Physical education and Health, and Industrial Arts and Home Economics in lower secondary school
(LSS), have both of elective and required division. It is not students but school that determine the subjects students would
take among the elective subjects listed in COS. Schools can arrange four ways of taking these elective subjects, a) to prescribe
these subjects as required for students in the same school, b) to prescribe them as required for some students in the same depart-
ment in a certain USSs, c¢) to make or allow students to elect one or more subjects among a group of subjects offered by schools.
Some subjects have options of elective fields, although there are required subjects. For example, Industrial Arts and Home
Economics in LSS. Scholls prescribe the field students should follow according to sexes.

2. Elective System in LSS

Foreign Language has been elective subject since establishment of LSS in the postwar educational reform. Between 1974
and 1950, election by school was permitted, but choice of students was respected. In 1950’s, role of schools is to decide sub-
jects offerd became lager. COS issued in 1958 and 1969 emphasize election according to students’ abilities, aptitudes, further
schooling, career and sex, not respecting their individualities. COS issued in 1977 requested schools to offer option of Music,
Fine Art, Physical education and Health, Industrial Arts and Home Economics, addition to Foreign Language in 9th grade.

3. Elective System in USS

There are three types of elective systems from standpoint of students, e.g. a) make choise of department at the entrance
of USS, b) election of course (college preparatory, terminal ect.), ¢) studens’ own election among subjects offered as elective
ones offered by school.

There are somewhat complicated problems concerning articulation with universities and colleges. For example, it is pretty
difficult for students in vocational programs, e.g. technical, commercial, agricultural to pass the entrance examination of higher
institutions of learning.

After COS issued in 1956, the trend of making ‘‘course”’, e.g. ‘‘college preparatory’’, ‘‘terminal’’ in general department
of USS, has become apparent. And 70% of USSs are adopting such a system.

4. Conclusion

It is necessary to make distinction between systems prescribed by COS and their actuality in each school, when we discuss
the meaning, function and place of required and elective subject in school program.

Having failed to take an account of this point, previous studies could not define the elective system properly. Many previ-
ous studies define that principal characteristics of elective system is to give students possibility of choice subjects. They miss

the important fact that possibility of students’ own choices in much restricted in each school.

*Professor, School of Education, Nagoya University.
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