JAPAN STYLE

THE TERAKOYA THAT SHAPED
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THE JAPANESE PEOPLE

With the Industrial Revolution that
began in 18th-century Britain, the world
rapidly needed more workers in factories
and other places. It became essential to
train not only skilled laborers but also
general workers who had received a

certain level of basic education.
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Our current education system, especially
the compulsory education system,
is deeply related to the Industrial
Revolution. The "mass instruction” based
on a uniform curriculum was created to
efficiently produce a large labor force. In
Japan, modern education modeled after
Western systems was introduced during
the Meiji era (1868-1912).
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Even before that, in the West, there were
universities such as the University of
al-Qarawiyyin in Morocco (founded
in 859 and recognized by UNESCO as
the world's oldest existing university),
the University of Bologna (1088), the
University of Paris (12th century), and
Cambridge and Oxford (both established
in the 13th century).
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However, these institutions were limited to privileged classes
such as the aristocracy and samurai, and were only open to
males. Elementary education was mainly conducted at home
or in churches, and education was rarely spread among the

common people.
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In contrast, in Japan during the Edo period (1603-1867),
elementary education institutions called "terakoya" existed and
provided education to commoners. Records state there were
about 15,000 terakoya, but the actual number may have been
five times greater. Furthermore, during the late Edo period
(1850s-1860s), in addition to terakoya, higher education
institutions called "shijuku" that were open to all citizens

e

also existed.
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The term "terako" in "terakoya" means student, and anyone
could learn regardless of gender or social status. In Edo (present-
day Tokyo), records show that tuition of one shu (about 20,000
yen today) was paid five times a year. In rural areas, payment

was sometimes made with agricultural products or vegetables.
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At terakoya, education focused on reading, writing, arithmetic,
morals, and manners. Students also learned about characters
and culture through Hyakunin Isshu and Iroha songs. As a
result, the literacy rate among Edo commoners is said to have
been 70%, showing how widespread education was in Japan
compared to London (about 20%) and Paris (less than 10%) at

the same time.
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Foreigners who visited Japan during the Edo period left various
records about Japanese society and the level of education at

that time.
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Heinrich Schliemann, a German archaéologist who stayed in
Japan in 1865, recorded, “Education is more widespread here
than in civilized nations in Europe. In other Asian countries,
women are left in ignorance, but in Japan, both men and

women can read and write kana and kanji”
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Nikolay Kasatkin
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Nikolay Kasatkin, a Russian diplomat stationed in Hakodate in
1861, stated, “Japan surpasses any country in Europe in terms
of the number of people who can read and write and enjoy

reading books.”"
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Philipp Franz von Siebold
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Philipp Franz von Siebold, a German physician and naturalist,
stayed in Japan from 1859 and recorded the following:
“In Japan, even female servants are able to write letters.
Furthermore, even poor manual laborers can read and write.
After investigating public education, I found that the illiteracy
rate was only about 1%. Is there any other country in the world

that can boast such a high literacy rate?”
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~ with the sense that they were entrusted to

Children typically entered terakoya when
they turned seven or eight years old. At the
time, medicine was not well developed, and
infant mortality rates were high. Until age
seven, children were considered "within the

realm of the gods," and parents raised them

the divine. This became the origin of the
"Shichi-Go-San" (7-5-3) tradition, which

continues today.
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The "shisho" (teacher) at terakoya considered the formation
of a child's character to be the primary goal of education. The
teacher-student relationship was deeply rooted, helping build
strong community ties and nurturing shared values and ethics

within society.
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Textbooks used were collections of letters called "6raimono,"
which included practical content such as letters exchanged
between feudal lords and samurai, as well as materials on
commerce and agriculture. Children were expected to inherit
their parents' occupations, and textbooks were tailored to their
future professions. These texts were compiled or written by the
teachers themselves, and more than 7,000 types of "6raimono"

are said to have existed.
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At terakoya, children learned and grew
together in the same space, regardless of age or
family background. It was a place where all children were given

equal opportunity and where a culture of free learning thrived.
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Classes at terakoya were called "nanatsu narai"
(seven learnings) and lasted seven hours
per day, from "itsutsu-doki" (around

7:30 a.m.) to "yattsu-doki" (around

= 2:30 p.m.). The term "oyatsu" (snack)
originated from the practice of
o ol children having a light.meal
after school and before dinner.
ny Today, it remains as the cultural '
4 o & % tradition of the 3 o'clock snack
. 61,} in Japan.
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Terakoya existed within a slow-paced and peaceful
society, but this changed significantly during the
Meiji era. The Meiji government, in an effort to
compete with the Western powers, pushed for rapid

modernization and implemented educational reforms.
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As industrialization advanced, the education system
became standardized to efficiently supply large
numbers of workers. This led to the adoption of mass
instruction, and terakoya were abolished. It became
difficult to respond flexibly to individual academic
abilities. Some say that "hidden terakoya" continued

to exist secretly thereafter.
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It is regrettable that such traditions were lost, but

while many Asian countries were colonized by
Western powers, Japan maintained its independence
and succeeded in modernizing. It gained the strength
to compete with global powers, entered into war,
overcame a tragic era, and then experienced rapid
economic growth—giving rise to world-leading
companies and leading to the nation’s present-day

development.
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The foundation that supports Japan today can be
said to have been built through the many creative
efforts and innovations of those who came before
us, including terakoya. And what made this possible

was the stable environment of “peace”
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During the 260 years of peace in the Edo period
with no wars, commoner culture flourished,
including ukiyo-e woodblock prints and kabuki
theater. Popular humorous books like Tokaidocha
Hizakurige, which had people laughing out loud
while reading, and long novels such as Nanso
Satomi Hakkenden that captivated readers, were also
born. These cultural products encouraged literacy,
deepened people’s learning, and stirred their desire

to satisfy curiosity.
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Japan’s land is what has nurtured this peace. The
sea surrounding the archipelago has protected the
people from outside threats, while the mountains
have provided food and a sense of security. Blessed
by such a land, the people were able to deepen and
refine a culture of their own. Today, with gratitude
for that land, Japan carries the role of sharing the
power of peace with the world.
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