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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the relationship between social background and educational
attainment in postwar Japan. The overall picture regarding the effect of social
background on educational attainment is of stability. However, gender inequality in
access to higher education was reduced substantially in the postwar period, although
gender inequality in access to university rather than junior college persisted. There
was neither a clear correspondence between the pattem of the effects of social
background and the stages of expansion, nor a linear pattern of diminishing or
increasing effects of social background. The stability is remarkable given that the
Japanese higher education went through the series of changes, closely following the
educational policies of the Ministry of Education. Although the educational policies of
the Ministry of Education did not explicitly attempted to reduce the impact of social
background, the expansion of the higher educational system did not necessarily bring
about equality of access to higher education in Japan.

Keywords: higher education, Japan, trend, educational expansion
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Introduction

Japan experienced an expansion of its postsecondary educational system during
the latter half of the twentieth century. Asin many other industrial nations, enrollment
rate in postsecondary institutions jumped dramatically from less than ten percent in
early 1950s to over 50 percent at the end of the century. The expansion of the higher
education sector, in particular, is one of the major social changes that took place in
postwar Japan. Access to universities and junior colleges improved dramatically
during the high economic growth period.

However, the expansion of postsecondary education in Japan did not take place
in a linear fashion. The process of development of a postsecondary educational system
went through three stages: the first stage of expansion, the stagnation stage, and the
second stage of expansion. It is also important to notice that different types of
postsecondary institutions expanded at different periods. Furthermore, it is an open
question whether the access to different types of postsecondary education by people
from different social backgrounds has changed or not. Therefore, in order to fully
understand the development of the Japanese educational system and the changes and
stability of educational opportunities in Japan, it is crucial to pay attention to different
historical stages of the development of the Japanese educational system and to the
various institutional forms of postsecondary education in Japan.

The main purpose of this paper is to examine the relationship between social
background and access to various types of postsecondary education in Japan. It begins
with a descriptive presentation of the Japanese education. The first section describes
the characteristics of the Japanese postsecondary education, and the second section
focuses on its historical development. The third section describes the data sets,
methods, and variables used in the analyses. The fourth section presents empirical
findings about the relationship between social background and educational attainment.
The final fifth section discusses sociological implications of the findings.

Japanese Postsecondary Educational System

One of the most important features in understanding the development of
postsecondary education in Japan deals with the diversity of institutions. The
postsecondary educational system in Japan consists of four types of institutions:
four-year universities, two-year junior colleges, two-year technical colleges, and special
vocational schools.  Four-year universities and colleges compose the heart of the
postsecondary education in Japan. There are more than six hundred fifty institutions
with 2.7 million students, including graduate students. Although about two-thirds of
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