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Abstract 

Pre,chool educators and parents in the West commonly express the hope that young 

children hecome independent, creative individuals, In contrast, Japanese preschools work to 

achieve a harmonious group of children whose views and hehaviour are mirrored by those 

of their peers. Studies point to classes as large as forty as an effective way of introducing 

children to "'life in the group"' (s/111du11 seikutrn), and to Japanese social values that will 

become essential as young...,;ters move into adulthood. While numerous ethnog:raphies have 

been written concerning preschools in urban Honshu, how docs this representation echo or 

differ from the conlcmrorary experience of children, teachers and parents in rural Eastern 

1-lokkaido·' Thi.s remote area or Japan is currently facing economic decline. a dropping 

birthrate and depnpulation which has resulted in preschool classrooms with as few as two 

or tllrce children. Based on participatio11-ohscrvation fieldwork at five diverse preschools, 

this study ,ceks lo map the relcva11c·c of s/11,dw1 s~ikut.111 ideology to Hokkaido educators. 

and 10 identify how demographic prcs..;ures arc changing classroom dynamic·:-.. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

On ew Years Eve 1999, while people around the world welcomed in the new 

millennium with champagne and fireworks, my husband and I were desperately trying to 

calm our howling newborn son in a tiny fl at in a northern Japanese town . It was mid-winter 

in Japan, and in Hokkaido, where we li ved, the snow was relentless ly piling up outside in 

enormous dri fts. We had arri ved in Hokkaido sixteen months earlier, hav ing been empl oyed 

under a Japanese government scheme to teach En gli sh and "intern ati onali zati on" to local 

school students. 

Ori ginall y, we had been posted to di ffe rent towns, my husband to a large eastern 

city, and myse lf to a tiny fis hing vill age on the edge of a national park , where I was the 

onl y fo reigner (gaikokujin) in town. Despite speakin g no Japanese when we arri ved, the 

iso lati on of our situat ions had proved a great incentive fo r us to learn the language as 

quick ly as poss ible. We were eventually relocated together to a ski town close to the 

prefectural capital, Sapporo. While we had grown accustomed to the culture, food and even 

the sub-zero climate of Hokkaido, our greatest chall enge was to yet come when I became 

pregnant in early 1999. Although we could now speak Japanese, trying to decipher the 

complicated /..:onji to find the obstetrics department, undergoing constant ultrasounds and 

weight checks accordant with typical Japanese ante-nata l practices, and dea ling with adv ice 

on what seemed to be endless superstitions surround ing pregnancy was bewi ldering. My 

son was born on the shortest day of the year, after a 43 hour labour, during which my 

husband was encouraged to get some rest before the long drive home over the icy mountain 

pass. 

Even before my baby's birth, my husband and I had begun investigating childcare 

as we were well-aware that my contract required that I return to work when my eight week 

post-nata l leave expired. 1 Although we had not predicted too much difficulty in finding 

su itable care (after all Japan is a developed , wealthy country, we reasoned), we had drawn a 

blank by the time my son arrived. The locally funded day-cares (lwikuen) on ly accepted 

1 In my case. the amount of ante and post-nata l leave l was entitled to was specific to the job contract l had 
signed as a foreign national working in Japan. Legally. Japanese men and women are entitled to one year's 
parental leave although no t all those eligible take the leave due to work and soc ial pressures (Roberts 
2002 :70). 



children who had turned one year old by the start of the new school year in April , likewise 

kindergarten (yochien) were fo r children aged from three years upwards. According to our 

fr iends, there were no nann y or babysitting services avail able in the town, and mothers of 

young children who worked usuall y enli sted the help of ex tended fa mil y members. With all 

our family li ving on the other side of the worl d, thi s was not an opti on and we began to fee l 

increasingly anxious about the whole situati on. We also had the di stinct impression that 

several people di sapproved of our search fo r childcare fo r such a young baby. We were also 

uneasy about it , prec isely fo r the reason that our son was so tin y, but also we wondered 

how childcare practi ces in Japan would correspond with our own views. 

Even tuall y, my husband was taken aside by one of hi s workmates, Takada san, who 

admitted that he knew of someone who mi ght look after our son, but we wo uld need to 

meet her and be interv iewed. He also explained that thi s hobosan (caregiver) was 

unregistered and ran the day-care centre fro m her home, but that he was sati sfied with the 

level of care having placed hi s o,vn children there from time to time. The nex t day, Ohashi 

san greeted us in the foye r of her home. a modern , spacious house by Hokkaido standards. 

With the help of Takacl a san. who also happened to be an Engli sh teacher. we expl ained our 

di lemma. Ohashi san listened quietl y, and then ex pl ained her fees , hours, and the chi ld­

rearing philosophies she advocated as evidenced by her bookshelf packed with tex ts by 

promi nent Japanese and Western paediatri cians. Whi le I was keen to continue 

breastfeed ing, and had establi shed a routine to this end , Ohashi san di smi ssed such 

·schedu ling' as detrimental to baby's we ll -being, instead advocating clays packed with 

piano songs, traditional Japanese food. co mmunal naptime and plent y of opportuniti es to 

interact with the other children in the small lounge area assigned as day-care space . She 

also instructed that we should drop off and pick up our son at the same time every cl ay, 

even if we fin ished earl y, to avoid upsettin g the harmony of the group of two to six 

preschoolers in her daily care. Regardless of whether the child was away or sick, the charge 

for thi s service was to be ¥ 55 ,000 per month which was a little over Z$ I ,OOO at the time. 

We managed to come to an agreement over the breastfeeding issue, as I took 

advantage of Japanese legislation which allowed mothers two 30 minute breastfeed ing 

breaks per day, plus my lunch break. to dri ve over snowy roads to breastfeed my baby 

several times a cl ay. Ohas hi san had dec lared my son would never accept th is practi ce, but 
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she only occasionall y had to heat breast milk fo r him whi ch had been froze n as a back-up. 

We also rejected the noti on that our chi Id should stay at day-care if we were at home, and 

despite continuing to pay full fees, we graduall y began picking him up whenever we could, 

as we ll as not sending him durin g the long school vacation peri ods. Although Ohashi san 

was fi rm but fa ir, and provided nu tri tious meals, toys, crayons and musical instruments, the 

space seemed incredibl y small fo r a group of young children, e peciall y during the long 

win ters when everyone was confi ned inside. Pri vately, we di sagreed with Ohashi san' s 

view that soc iali sation was so important fo r our baby. Publi cly, we subverted her authority, 

by li miting our son's time in day-care in favour of spendi ng as much time as we could wi th 

him . Overa ll though, we were relieved to have found a satisfactory soluti on to our search 

fo r day-care, and sad to say goodbye to Ohashi san when we returned to New Zealand in 

mid 200 1. 

Before leaving we had agreed to new jobs in Eastern Hokkaido, and by March 2002, 

we were bac k in Japan and li ving in a small inl and town. We now had two sons; our eldest 

was two years old whil e our second had been born eight weeks earli er in ew Zealand. We 

had arri ved at the end of the Hokkaido winter. and within two weeks, both chil dren had 

contracted influenza. While our e ldest was correctly diagnosed and give n an antidote, our 

newborn became very ill and was hospitalized in the city. fo rty minutes dri ve fro m our 

town where there were no medical fac ilities. We once again needed urgent day-care for my 

older son, so I could be with my baby in hospital and my husband could begin hi s new job. 

The Board of Ed ucation managed to direc t us to a publi c day-care on the edge of tow n 

where my son could be cared for. Th is marked the beginning of another round of Japanese 

preschoo l experi ences, as my oldes t remained at thi s day-care until he transferred to the 

local pri vate kindergarten at fo ur years old. Meanwhile my second son began at a pri vate 

day-care centre in the city (which accommodated babies) whil e I did part-time work, 

transferring to the same local public day-care as my older child when he turned two, then 

spending hi s fin al months at a Japanese pri vate kindergarten with hi s brother. In Jul y 2004, 

I gave birth to my third son, who also attended pri vate day-care whi le I worked part-time 

teaching Engli sh at kindergartens. 

Like anthropologists Ben-Ari ( 1997a), Benjamin ( 1997), Lewis ( 1995) and Hendry 

( 1986a) before me thi s study was sparked by observ ing the lives of my own three children 
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as they negotiated Japanese preschool. For me, the experience of being both mother and 

ethnographer was at once frustrating and illuminating, yet above all, it clarified for me the 

centrality of culture to early childhood education practices, and solidified my desire to 

study this subject in more depth. Once I began to review the literature surrounding 

childhood in Japan and the institutions of early childhood education, I found there had been 

numerous studies carried out which dealt with issues such as mother-child relationships 

(Caudill and Weinstein 1969, Caudill and Plath 1986, Chen and Miyake 1986, Lanham and 

Garrick 1996), the Japanese preschool as a state institution (Rohlen 1989, Ben-Ari 2002), 

the preschool as a site of childhood socialisation (Lewis 1995, Tobin, Wu and Davidson 

1989, Peak 1989, Sano 1989. Hendry 1986b) and for the socialisation of mothers (Fujita 

1989, Allison 1991 ). 

Other scholars delved into issues such as cooperation (Kotloff 1998, l 993 ), body 

projects (Ben-Ari 1997a), curriculum (Peach 1994 ), organisational frameworks (Bcn-Ari 

1997b) and academic Stevenson and Lee 1990) while the 

of De Coker ( 1990) and Hol 

up in almost all di of Japanese preschools. was 

children which translates literal as .. life in the 
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homogeneous (Peak 1989; Ben-Ari 2002). While study of the indigenous Ainu] has long 

been a favourite with Japanese and foreign anthropologists alike (Ben-Ari & Van Brennan 

2005, Eades 2005:82), there appears to be a lac k of ethnographi c research published in 

Engli sh which focuses on issues within the context of contemporary Hokkaido . .i More 

specifically, I have been unable to locate any ethnographies solely focused on preschools 

which have been carried out in the prefecture. 5 Thi s confirmed for me that the neglected 

study of preschools in Hokkaido warranted schol ar ly attention , and I hypothesized that I 

might find points of difference to the Kanto studies, due to Hokkaido 's rural outlook, 

economic stru gg les and plummeting birth rates. Located hundreds of miles north of Tokyo, 

Hokkaido' s sub-arctic climate and geographi cal iso lation marks it as di stinct from mainland 

Japan, and it is also the onl y region (apart from Okinawa) to have experienced colonisation 

of it 's indi genous people fo llowing the Meiji Restoration in 1868.6 

These days, the island is more likely to be invaded by domestic tourists who have 

been lured to Hokkaido by travel brochures boasting glossy photos of snow-capped 

mountains , rugged coastlines and vast field s sprinkled with wi ldflowers. For many of these 

visitors , their time is spen t in anonymous hotel complexes where they are protected from 

the sub-zero temperatures by sophi sticated heat ing systems, their days punctuated by 

numerous soaks in the vo lcanic hot springs . Most don·t linger long enough to look beyond 

the utopian image of Hokkaido, and perhaps they don ·t wish to. 

While Hokkaido is certainl y blessed with an abundance of picture-perfect cenes of 

nature, the current economic reality fac ed by rural Hokkaido residents is far from idylli c. 

According to data col lected in 2004, the populati on of Hokkaido stands at 5.644,000 

1 
The number o r Ainu in Hokkaido is presumed to be abo ut 2-1.000 (Murphy-Shige matsu 1993). but could be 

as high as 300.000 as estimated by Ainu themselves. Offici al statisti cs arc based on free cho ice. and man y 
Ainu refu se to reg ister in protest at the way the Go\'ernmcnt dea ls with their situation (Sjobe rg 1993: 152). Fo r 
an overview o f the numerous studi es concernin g A inu in Hokk a ido. see Chamberlain ( 1887) , Landor ( 1893). 
Morse ( 1936). Hilger ( I 967a. I 967 b). Peng and Ge iser ( 1977). Hammel ( 1988). Sjoberg ( 1993). Niessen 
( 1994. 1996). Howe ll ( 199-1 ). Siddle ( 1995a. 1995b. 1999a. 1999b). Fit zhugh & Dubreuil ( 1999). Hi wasaki 
(2000) and Cheung ( I 996. 2004 ). 
~ Exceptions to thi s are Mock· s ( 1996) analys is o r Sapporo hos tesses and Bethell' s ( 1992) research al a ho me 
fo r the e lderl y in central Hok kaido. Kole ova (2004 ) has foc used on the efforts o f Ho kka ido·s Popular 
Education Research Mo vement (PERM ) in chall enging Japanese educational policy . 
:'i While Davi es and Kasa ma·s (2004) exploration of Japanese pre. choolers· interpretati ons of femini st 
fairyta les included a sho rt period of ethnographic re carch in a preschoo l in Kushi ro. the ir foc us was more on 
the impli cati ons o f gender than iden tifyi ng cultural pattern s. 
6 For hi s tori ca l in form ati on and more de tail ed analyses o f th e impact o f coloni sati on in Hokkaido. see Morri s­
Suzuki ( I 994) . Siddl e ( I 995a. 1999b) . and O no ( 1999) . 
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people. A great many of these ci ti zens li ve on the Western side of the island , either residing 

in the capital city of Sapporo, or in the cluster of towns spreading out from it. While the 

general Hokkaido populat ion has seen a small drop in the nine years between 1995 and 

2004 (- 48 ,000) , it remains essentiall y stable. In compari son, regions traditionall y popular 

fo r ethnographic stud y, such as Tokyo and Kyoto, have seen their populati ons increase 

sli ghtl y by 604,000 and 8,000 respectively over the same peri od. What is demographicall y 

signifi cant about Hokkaido, however, is that the number of children aged between 0- 14 

years, has dropped a mass ive 18.5% between 1995 and 2004. In Tokyo, thi s fi gure has not 

signifi cantl y changed , while the num ber of children aged up to 14 is down by 9% in Kyoto 

(Japan Stati stical Yearbook 2006:49). Thi s compari son alone goes some way towards 

explain ing the huge waiting lists fo r chil dren wanting to enter kindergarten or day-care in 

Tokyo, while in Hokkaido preschoo l directors talk of closin g down or amalgamating 

insti tu tions in order to remain economically viab le. 

Within Hokkaido, while the popul ation of urban Sapporo has been increas ing, the 

rural hinterl and has taken the full brunt of the effects of the economi c downturn and rapid 

depopulation. Tsutsuji . the vill age at centre of my fi eldwork has seen its popu lation decline 

by 726 people in the pas t fo ur years alone. a signifi cant drop of 7.7% in a town of only 

8,6 17 (2006). It is worth noting that the to tal populati on fi gure includes not just residents of 

the town, but locals living in nu merous hamlets and fa rms within the boundari es of 

Tsutsuj i·s geographically large distri ct (564.32 square km, Takakura 1969:287). 

Once upon a time, Tsutsuj i was a thri ving lumber town of over 18,000 inh ab itants 

(Takakura 1969:287), where workers toi led to supply much of the timber needed fo r 

reconstruction across postwar Japan. These days, the wood arri ves cut and packaged from 

cheaper sources like China. As loca l jobs dec line. the town is clinging on to the few 

remaining sources of employment, such as the chop. ti ck fac tory which suppli es di sposable 

chopsti cks fo r school lun ches. Modernity has greatl y impacted on the landscape of Tsutsuji , 

and as nati onal pressure groups work to raise awareness of the environmental consequences 

of di sposable chopsticks, fac tory employees are reali sti c about the tenuous nature of their 

jobs. 

My second fie ldwork site, the nearby city of Yuri. has remained de mographicall y 

stable over the same fo ur year peri od, with a drop in populati on of less than I % to its 
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current leve l of 11 0,126 residents. In compari son to the economi cs woes fac ing the farming 

vill ages, urban areas like Yuri are loca ll y regarded as prospering in Hokkaido, although the 

empty main streets are a far cry from the bustl ing industri al centres of Honshu . But a closer 

look at the stati sti cs reveals that while the overall populati on of Yuri appears unchanged, 

there are wide vari ati ons of growth and dec line between different age groups. For example, 

the number of elderl y (over 65 years) has climbed from 26,715 to 29,730 (+ 11 %) between 

2002 and 2006, while the number of preschoo l children aged between zero and four has 

dropped from 4,896 to 4,554 (-7%) during the same peri od.7 With the economy of 

Hokkaido dependent on state-allocated funding (Japan Stati sti cal Handboo k: 166), it is not 

difficult to pred ict the kind of pressures local government will soon face in dealin g with 

thi s "coming up-ended tri angle" (Roberts 2002). 

It is within thi s contex t, that of modern-day Hokkaido, that my study examines the 

ideology and prac ti ce of five di verse preschools;8 two working-c lass hoik11e11 and one 

Catholi c _,·c""5chien in small- tow n Tsutsuj i, a midd le-class yochien and :rn elite pri vate 

hoik11e11 in the ci ty of Yuri . Although each preschool will be described in more detail in 

subsequent chapters. it is worth outlining the background behi nd each institu tion (see also 

Table I ) . 

Hi node Hoikuen is located on the outskirts of Tsutsuj i, and is admi nistered by the 

loca l Board of Educati on which also provides funding from town taxes to supp lement that 

received from prefectural and national sources. Most of the chi ldren are from fa rming 

fa milies, although there are a few whose parents hold professional jobs (teacher. nurse) 

with long hours. The five teachers have all attendee! training courses approved by the 

Mini stry of Health and Welfa re. The phys ical setting of the hoikuen is pleasant enough, as 

it backs on to fi e lds of wilcl flowers and there are adequate resources fo r the chi ldren. 

However, much of the long clay at Hinocle i spen t in unstructured, free play which seems to 

7 These stati sti cs were obtai ned by personall y visiting the Tsutsuj i and Yuri town hall s. where detail ed and 
specific in fo rmation is held regarding the two distric ts. Other sources . uch as the Japan Statisti cal Yearbook 
prov ide stati sti cal data on Hokkaido as a whole. which is skewed by the presence of Sapporo· s ca lcu lations. 
8 While other authors have various ly writ ten abou t nursery schools. childcare centers and so fo rth . I use the 
term ·preschoo l" here as an umbrella term. one that encompasses both the kindergarten (Yochien) and the day­
care centre (/10ikue11) as I have been unable to find an appropriate term in Japanese which incl ude both kinds 
of ins titution. I have also chosen to alternate between the Engli h and Japanese terms depend ing on my 
emphasis. 
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have contributed to marking Hi node students as the most rambuncti ous of the fi ve 

institutions. 

With it modern exterior and prominent statue of the Virgin Mary, Tenshi Yochien 

is eas il y identifiable on one of the mai n streets of Tsutsuji . Part of a chain of Catholi c 

preschools across Hokkaido, the ideo logy of Tenshi 's curri culum incorporates not only 

Chri sti an beliefs but Montessori educati onal phil osophy. Most of the mothers of Tenshi 

students are full-time homemakers, and committed to advancing their children' s soc ial and 

educati onal causes. The dail y routi ne here is highl y organi sed, and includes individuali sed 

academi c stud y in the mornin g, fo llowed by structured group acti vities fo r the rest of the 

day. The teachers hold Teacher's Cert ificates which are granted by the Prefectural Boards 

of Educati on.9 

Oka Yochien is the largest kindergarten in the ci ty of Yuri , fa mous fo r its bright, 

spac ious fac ilities and an enormous clock whi ch reveals dancing animals on the hour. 

Whi le the teachers here are generall y yo un ger than staff at the other preschoo ls, they are 

we ll -qualifi ed, ve ry energeti c. and spend their days pl anning exc itin g acti viti es fo r the 

ch ildren . Oka 's curriculum has a fir m emphasis on ·fun ' group life, and the preschool is a 

popul ar choice fo r mi ddle class parents. 

nl ike the other insti tutio ns. Mori Hoikuen is not li censed to offer day-care 

services. The hoikuen was establ ished in the post-war years by parents who were fru strated 

by repeated requests fo r an official preschoo l. Their a im was to prov ide chi ldcare du ring 

the peak agri cultural sum mer months. and to stem a rash of acc idents invo lving unattended 

children. Graduall y the hours were ex tended to all year round . The village of Mori i · very 

iso lated , and when the local mine closed down th irty years ago, the popul ati on crashed 

leav ing only a handful of famil ies still fa rmi ng the land. The hoikuen is now based in the 

community centre, hav ing been moved there fro m its home at the Shinto shrine fo ll owing 

the co llapse of its roof during a snowstorm . Although Mori now receives li mited fun ding 

from local government towards the salaries of its two young teacher , the bulk of its 

revenue comes from parents which is reflected in the scant re ources avail able to the 

chi ldren . 

'
1 For training methods of preschool teachers in Japan see Noguchi 1992. Ishigak i 1992. Shoj i 1983. 
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In Yuri city, Chi bikko Hoikuen is also outside the bounds of national and local 

government influence. Full y-fu nded by tui tion fees, thi s pri vate hoikuen caters to 

preschoolers of all ages but is especiall y popul ar with professional fa milies willing to pay 

fo r a day-care service that also offers academic and moral training. Chibikko is run by a 

famil y originall y from Tokyo, even securing a top Tokyo chef to cater for the children's 

dail y meals. While prev iously the physical setting of the hoikuen was rather cramped, 2006 

marked a move to a new purpose-buil t fac ili ty on the edge of the city. Except fo r a peri od 

of free play in the afternoon, the children remain with their c lass group as they negoti ate 

vari ous academic and sporting exercises each day. 

The pu rpose of th is research is to map the diversi ty of Hokkai do preschools, their 

famili arity and use of slziidan seikatsu ideo logy in a demographicall y changing soc iety, and 

to use detail ed ethnographi c data to expand on the sometimes oversimplified models 

represented in the literature. As this is a small study, it is by no means exhausti ve, and 

can not possibly represent the myriad of preschools currently operating in Hokkaido , or 

throughout Japan. Rather. it can be seen as a first step towards a framework fo r more 

extens ive research. 

Th is thesis has been organised around a series of themes, which integrate literature, 

theoretical discussion and ethnogr:1phic materia l within each chapter. Fol lowing my 

discussion of methodology (Chapter Two). Chapter Three explores the cul tural ideology of 

Japanese childrearing practices. incorporating Doi·s ( 1973) work to argue the centrality of 

anwe (dependence) to Japanese mother and child relationships within the 11chi (home) 

setting. The second part of thi s chapter traces the contrasting historical origins of the 

yochien and hoik11e11 . 

Chapter Four commences with ethnographic descriptions of the five preschools 

within Holloway's (2000) classification framework before exploring the meaning of the 

term shiidan seikatsu ("life in a group''), and demonstrat ing how children's participation in 

the shi"idan environment of the preschool contrasts with the indulgent amae atmosphere of 

the home. The second part of Chapter Four expands on thi s discuss ion through an analysis 

of how the aims of shiidan seikats11 are implemented and achieved by the preschools on a 

practical level, with a focus on celebrations as a pedagogical dev ice to reinforce group 

interdependency. 
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Chapter Five di scusses methods of social control within the preschool arena, which 

links to the supporting roles played by mothers, who are themselves being sociali sed by 

school and state. Chapter Six asks if large class sizes are necessary for shudan seikatsu to 

be an effective form of soc ialisation , and di scusses the challenge of individuali sm to thi s 

process. The chapter concludes by examining the impact of the birth rate on the power of 

Japanese parents as consumers of preschool serv ices. 

Figure 1: Girls brush their teeth before naptime. 
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