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Development and Transformation of ‘Special Activities’
in Japan after 1945:
Extra-Curricular Activities in the Periode of

the Core Curriculum Development

Yoshifumi SHIMIZU
Hiroshi ENDO

In this article we will discuss the development and transformation of extra-curricular activi-
ties, called ‘special activities’ (Tokubetu Katsudo), after 1945 in Japan. Compared to subject ar-
eas, the outline of the extra-curricular activities seems to be unclear. In fact, they contain vari-
ous kinds of activities with different and diverse aims. However, extra-curricular activities are
an important branch of school curriculum, and widely speaking, they have served to educate a
citizenship.

In 1947, the Ministry of Education published the first National Guideline of Curriculum
and tried to change the educational landscape in search for a democratic education and a liber-
al democracy. According to this guideline, school curriculum should be constructed with subject
areas and ‘discretionary or free study’, in which we can find the origin of the ‘special activities’.
The aim was to foster learning activities across the classroom and the grades and to support in-
dividual development. At the same time, the guideline suggested club activities, homeroom and
assembly in order to enhance social relationships of students.

In 1951, the Ministry of Education revised the National Guideline of Curriculum, because
the first guideline was criticized due to lack of concreteness. In elementary schools, ‘discretion-
ary or free study’ was replaced to ‘extra subjects activity’, inside the curriculum but not as a
subject. It excluded learning activities for individualistic purposes outside of the classroom. In
secondary schools, it was renamed ‘special education activities’. These activities set high value
on democratization of education.

The third National Guideline of Curriculum, published in 1958 and 1960, is considered as a
symbol of the turning point of the educational policy after 1945. It also reframed the curriculum
policy; from progressive education, derived from the pragmatism of John Dewey, to knowledge-

based education. In this guideline, ‘special education activities’ were divided into three parts:
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moral education, school events and ‘special activities’. Regarding the aim of the ‘special activi-
ties’, it kept a resonance of the democratization of the 1950s’.

Theoretically, we can find an archetype of ‘special activities’ in a discussion by Tetsufumi
Miyasaka, an influential and leading education researcher. He provided a fundamental struc-
ture for the ‘special activities’, emphasizing the educational values of them. He discussed the
special activities, especially club activities, going back to their historical development in the
US. According to him, club activities in US high schools had been filled with a spirit of fraterni-
ty, which is derived from Protestantism in the US. Miyasaka might have had a vision that ‘spe-
cial activities’ would reform not only the curriculum, but also school education in Japan as a
whole. However, his vision has not been realized in the history.

In addition to a historical and a theoretical analysis, we conducted a case study. In Gunma
Prefecture, Gunma University launched a practical research project to develop a new curricu-
lum based on a philosophy of experimentalism, collaborating with 8 schools in 1948. The At-
tached School of Gunma University focused mainly on social studies, although it recognized the
meaning and importance of special activities. On the other hand, Miyasato Junior High School,
located in a rural area, developed a well-balanced curriculum, including the special educational
activities. It tried to tune experimentalism and democratic education to the rural school and to
society.

In the 1950s, the main concern of teachers and schools shifted into teaching methods or in-
struction of subject areas, and the developmental research of curriculum, especially of special
activities, was left behind. In this process, the meaning and function of the special activities,
which had been keeping the democratic educational values, were gradually forgotten, even if

they had had a rich possibility to enhance and to enlarge the learning experiences of students.
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