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 Foreword: Academic Rigour Meets Writing From the
Heart

 

Dr. Andy Curtis, Specially
Appointed Professor, City University of Macau, SAR, China

 

Some books draw you in, in ways
that you did not expect, and some books give you hope. This book
does both, and a great deal more. In recent years, I have been
humbled and honoured to be invited to write lead chapters for a
number of new books, to write papers, review books, and sometimes
to write a foreword. But this book has been – for me at least –
something special. It got my attention on the first page, and held
it, tight, until the last page. However, as it has become
fashionable to say these days, “full disclosure,” as many of the
chapters in this book not only touched on my work in this area
(Curtis, 2021) but also on many aspects of my half-century-plus of
a life lived on what is now called the Autism Spectrum (Curtis,
1992). The most commonly used three-part pathologizing acronym
chosen by the self-appointed medical experts in the field is “ASD,”
with the “D” standing for “Disorder” – a characterization I have
vigorously challenged. And although that D for Disorder, Disease,
Dysfunction, etc., is not challenged directly in this book, it is,
with equal vigour, challenged indirectly in most of the chapters of
this important and timely collection.

Furthermore, there appear to be
relatively few works published in academic outlets that are about
what is, in essence, a labour of love, far beyond the
publish-or-perish hoops-of-fire with which universities have been
oppressing professorial staff for nearly a century by now.
Thankfully, this is one such work. I find myself, as a reader,
caring about these people, the sons and daughters, the mothers and
fathers, the teachers and learners who are striving to, if not
remove, then at least to lower some of the myriad barriers to the
basic human right of a life-changing and life-affirming education
at all levels. So, to speak the unspeakable L-Word in the Academy,
these challenges in this book are not only presented with moving
empathy but, dare I say, with Love. However, to quote the old
saying, “therein lies the rub,” meaning something along the lines
of, “but that’s the problem.” In this case, the problem facing
almost everyone writing-for-publication in academic outlets today
is: How to be taken seriously, when writing with passion?
Typically, the two tend to be mutually exclusive within the
hallowed halls of the Academy.

The goal of most academic
institutions and individuals who worship at the Shrine of
Objectivity (which has long since been shown to be a “false idol”)
seems to be like the Vulcan character “Spock,” in the
science-fiction show, Star Trek, created by Gene Roddenberry (and
which has been running for more than 50 years by now). Like all
beings from the planet Vulcan, Spock had to spend his life (over
multiple lifetimes) suppressing his emotions so that he could be
completely and 100% logical. Needless to say, although there are
some benefits to such Spock-like behaviour (especially when saving
the universe) most of the time, it is his lack of emotion that
causes problems, as it makes it almost impossible for him to
sympathize, much less empathize, with the trials and tribulations
of those around him.

The diametric opposite to Spock
is Captain Kirk, who operates almost entirely based on his
emotions, which are often mercurial and volatile. In-between is the
good Doctor McCoy, who combines his beliefs in super-advanced
medical technology – 23rd Century, no less! – with a passionate
commitment to care for those who need his help. Like so many of the
welcome surprises that this book held in store for me is how many
times I pictured Dr. McCoy whilst reading (and re-reading) these
chapters. It may be that that kind of character can only exist in
the world of science fiction. But I believe that most of the
authors who have made this unique collection possible, come as
close to that ideal as I have yet to read in an “academic book” –
by which I mean that almost all of the 20 or so contributors and
editors are based in universities (including university-like
institutes of technology). However, most of these contributors
manage to pull off the impressive feat of writing with what we now
call “academic rigour” whilst also showing how much they care about
what it is that they are writing about. I accept that, after more
than 30 years of (co)authoring and (co)editing more than 200
publications, I may have become a little jaded, but that is why I
said earlier (above) that this book gives me hope. Hope that this
collection can and will make a real and tangible difference to
lowering – if not outright removing, as that may not be feasible in
the current socio-political and economic climate – the many
barriers to as good an education as everybody is entitled to, as a
basic human right, at all levels, including those of us who are
markedly and observably not neuro-typical deserve.

 

Here are just some of the many
examples in this book of “academic rigour” meeting “writing from
the heart.”

 

In Chapter 2, “Learning
Differences and Barriers to Language Learning,” written by
co-editor Alexandra Burke, she vividly recalls an incident from 50
years ago in which her classroom teacher chose to shame her rather
than help her, thereby highlighting the key role that our
early-years teachers play, perhaps especially for those of us who
are “different.” As Burke puts it: “If you are teaching young
children, it is essential that you do not add to their self-esteem
burden by putting them into a situation of inevitable failure.” And
it is important that, as the first co-editor of this book, Burke
“was born into a multi-generational neurodiverse family and has
chosen to be open about her educational journey to allow others to
feel more comfortable exploring what is a ‘taboo’ topic to many.”
That applied to my first diagnosis of being on the Autism Spectrum,
when my parents were blamed and shamed for being the cause of my
condition (Curtis, 2022). White men in white lab coats, in England
in the 1960s talking (down) to poor, Brown immigrant parents. And
although we may still be far away from truly “barrier-free”
education, this book is a testament to how far we have come since
then, though still with far to go.

Chapter 7 is powerfully
entitled “Nothing About Us Without Us,” in which Fiona Creaser and
Naomi Yukimaru demonstrate the principle stated in the title of
their chapter by giving voice to a student at the University of
Kitakyushu, who was born with(out) one hand. The student wrote
about how her “heart was filled with anxiety before [she] left
Japan,” about how she “learned that it is not good to judge people
by looking only at the surface,” and “that it is important to
become open-minded and to make good relationships with people.” The
concluding point in this student’s account shows the transformative
power that can come from within ourselves, with the help of others:
“Although I was negative and embarrassed about having a disability,
I am now positive and proud of having one hand. It is my character,
and I hope that I can become an inspiration to people who are born
with disability.” And although the phrase “differently abled”
became popularized in the 1990s, then fell out of favour, the voice
of this learner (whose words I could hear in my head as I read)
reminded me of that phrase.

One of the
chapters that also evoked many vivid memories for me, both good and
bad, as a son, as a father, and now as a grandfather, was Theodore
Bonnah’s description of “A Father’s Journey” (Chapter 15) in which,
to support his son, Bonnah “began voluntarily teaching him in his
classroom at the start of his second year.” Bonnah describes
himself as “a Canadian teacher with special education training and
experience in Canadian schools” and as “a discourse analyst with a
PhD in sociology,” bringing with him a wealth of relevant
international experience. Bonnah noticed that his son had started
to become “prone to violent outbursts, tantrums, and pushed other
children during the obligatory morning group walk” and Bonnah very
much wanted to help. Some of his journal entries took me aback,
such as when he wrote that his son was “happier, fewer ‘F’ words,
less anger, fewer questions about why he was born or statements
about wanting to die” (emphasis added). Memories came back of me, as a young boy,
asking my poor parents those same questions and making those same
statements. I still remember one day telling my mum how much better
the world would be if I were not in it, and talking with her,
seriously, about ways to end my miserable little life (as it was
then) of unending abuse, discrimination and ostracization (Curtis,
2023).

Chapter 11, “Time to Care:
Teaching Discussion to a Hearing-Impaired Student,” by Kio Iwai, is
a good example of what has been called “visible and invisible
minorities,” (Curtis et al., 2023) to distinguish between
observable differences, such as race/skin colour, age, gender,
etc., and differences such as being hearing-impaired, which are not
immediately observable. And Iwai’s relief, sense of pride and
happiness come through clearly in a single line when she writes:
“Miki passed EDC in the first semester with the highest grade ‘S’
(90-100%).” And the same is true of Ryota Moriya’s Chapter 10,
“Colorblind Learners: A Social Model of Color Blindness in Language
Learning,” in which he concludes that: “language teachers may
unwittingly be involved in creating barriers for students with
color vision disabilities in their classes.” That may be the case
for a number of teachers who are committed to “barrier-free” access
to a good education, but who may, accidentally, be making matters
worse.

Likewise,
Chapter 9, “A Student With Visual Impairment in an EFL Reading
Classroom: The Teacher and the Student’s Experience,” by Mizuka
Tsukamoto, looks at the “invisible” differences that can result in
people being “minoritized,” and again shows just how important the
voices of both teachers and students are throughout this book. The
critical importance of educators and education systems in helping
to lower some of the barriers is also highlighted earlier on by
Sandra Healy and Tomoko Takei, in their chapter, “Reducing Barriers
for Japanese University Students With Learning Difficulties”
(Chapter 4). In their chapter, Healy and Takei point out that:
“Research has shown that contexts which have teacher-centered
pedagogies may have more difficulty adapting to and supporting
students with disabilities socially, psychologically, and
educationally,” and that: “Contextual factors are extremely
important, particularly when considering what is valued by
different cultures,” as has been noted by, for example, Curtis
(2017). Healy and Takei also reiterate the fact that: “Whilst
university administrations have taken steps to address the
inclusion of students with SpLDs [Specific Learning Difficulties]
there has been little done to support teachers practically,” and they conclude
that: “Inclusive learning in Japan is
still in its infancy, and more research,
particularly longitudinal, is required” (emphases added) – thereby
reiterating the importance of this volume.

To end at the
beginning, in Chapter 1, “The Emergence and Development of
Inclusive Education in Japan: Local to Global and Back Again,”
Davey Young, as one of the co-editors of this ground-breaking
collection of works in this area in the Japanese context, gives a
sweeping history of the development of inclusive education in
Japan, going as far back as the Tokugawa Era (1600-1867) and the
Meiji Era (1868-1912). And from a global perspective, Davey goes
back 75 years to the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
and in particular, Article 26 of that declaration that “makes clear
that education is a human right to be made available to all people,
for free, at least at the elementary school level.” Sadly, this is
still, all these many decades later, not a global reality. And as
more governments around the world move to the (far) right of the
political spectrum, more education barriers are likely to be faced
by more people, especially by those of us who are “different.” As
George Orwell wrote in his 1945 satirical, allegorical
novella, Animal Farm: “All the animals were equal – but some were more equal than
others.” In the same way, as no two brains on this Earth are
identical, we are all, every single one of us, “neuro-diverse” –
but some of us are more “neuro-diverse” than others. And given the
current educational inequities of our world today, this book is a
shining example of what can be done, what is being done, and what
needs to be done.
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 Introduction to This Volume

 

Alexandra Burke, Davey Young,
and Melodie Lorie Cook

 

While English language learners with disabilities,
especially those with specific learning difficulties
(SpLDs) such as Dyslexia,
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and Autism Spectrum
Disorder (ASD), to name a few, may encounter barriers to their
learning, few English language teachers (ELTs) are capable and
confident in their ability to provide barrier-free learning
environments. For the purposes of this edited volume, the
term barrier-free
will be used to describe instances
in which students with a diverse range of needs can fully engage in
educational experiences. Japan has committed itself to guaranteeing
inclusive education as a human right in accordance with the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and
Sustainable Development Goal 4 through its own domestic policy,
most notably the 2006 Revision to the Basic Act on Education, the
2016 Act on the Elimination of Disability Discrimination and most
recently, the Act on the Promotion of the Development of a Reading
Environment for Visually Impaired Persons (Act No. 49 of 2019), and
its secondary legislation, known in practical terms as the Barrier
Free Reading Act of 2019. Therefore, ELTs in Japan have an ethical,
moral, and legal responsibility to honor this guarantee. As the
number of students with disclosed disabilities continues to rise in
Japan in both compulsory schooling and higher education, ELTs in
Japan will have an increasing need for resources such as those
provided in this book.

The primary intended audience for this book is ELTs at all
levels of education in Japan. Secondary audiences include ELTs in
other countries, as well as parents of English language learners
(ELLs) with disabilities and general educators. The background
information is intended to contextualize the case studies and help
fill a noteworthy gap in ELT training courses. The case studies are
meant to provide replicable accommodations for the primary
audience, as well as offer instruction on the wide diversity of
ability across all levels of
education for readers. The intended audiences do not need to have
specific pre-existing knowledge regarding inclusive education or
disability, though general knowledge of English language teaching
practices and pedagogy will aid in comprehension and application of
the book’s content.

Acknowledging that there is a great deal of disagreement
and debate surrounding the language used to talk and write about
disability, contributing authors made discretionary decisions
regarding the language used in their own chapters with editorial
consultation. In many cases, specific language choices are
clarified within their respective chapters. Additionally, authors
were allowed to use whatever language conventions (e.g., American
versus British spelling of words) they preferred, as a World
Englishes sensibility (i.e.,
one which recognizes and respects all varieties of English) is
consistent with the ideals of full inclusion.

 



Part 1: Overview of Inclusive Education
and Practices

 

Inclusive education is framed in both international and
domestic Japanese policy as education for all, though this broad
remit grew out of the field
of special education. How “education for all” looks in practice
varies from context to context due to a variety of factors,
including but not limited to local histories of education and
social positioning of people with disabilities. Chapter 1 outlines
the relevant local (i.e., Japanese social, historical, and
political) factors to help readers understand the barriers faced by
English language learners with disabilities in Japan, as such
understanding is necessary before ELTs can begin to remove such
barriers. Chapter 2 inventories the wide array of cognitive
and affective factors that can impact language learning
to give readers an increased awareness of how neurodiverse students
may experience language learning. Chapter 3 builds on the previous
two chapters by outlining a general set of guidelines for inclusive
practices for English language teaching. Inclusive practices, as opposed to inclusive education,
are the specific teaching principles that help ensure instruction
is accessible to all.

 



Part 2: Dealing with Challenges at the
University Level

 

Inclusive practices are also context dependent. There is no
one-size-fits-all set of inclusive teaching principles, though
knowledge of what practices have worked in adjacent or
pedagogically similar teaching contexts can aid ELTs in creating
inclusive learning environments of their own. Chapters 4 through 12
consist of case studies from the university level for ELTs to learn
what has worked for other teachers teaching English to students
with disabilities in this context. These include general approaches
to inclusion as well as case
studies related to specific forms of disability and relevant
accommodations.

 



Part 3: Dealing with Challenges at the
Pre-tertiary Level

 

Due to differences related to policy at different levels of
education, as well as differences in how people learn at different
ages, teachers working at the pre-tertiary level must make a number
of different considerations for accommodating students with
disabilities compared to those working in tertiary education.
Chapters 13-17 include several considerations for supporting
English language learners with different support needs at the
primary and secondary levels of education. These include various
out-of-school support systems
and additional perspectives. The book then concludes with one
editor’s journey of learning more about the broad and complex
intersection of language learning and disability to provide further
context and clarity for readers.  

 


 


 

 


 


 Part 1: Overview of Inclusive Education and
Practice

 



 Chapter 1: The Emergence and Development of Inclusive
Education in Japan: Local to Global and Back Again

 

Davey Young

 

“Everyone has the right to
education.”

 

Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, 1948

 

Education for
all. That has been the promise of inclusive education since the term
gained prominence at the World Conference on Special Needs
Education: Access and Quality held by the Spanish government and
UNESCO in Salamanca, Spain, in 1994. At this conference, 300
attendees from 92 governments and 25 international organizations
gathered “to further the objective of Education for All by
considering the fundamental policy shifts required to promote the
approach of inclusive education, namely enabling schools to serve
all children, particularly those with special educational needs”
(UNESCO, 1994, p. iii). The conference ended with the adoption of
the Salamanca Statement on Principles, Policy and Practice in
Special Needs Education and Framework for Action, commonly referred
to simply as the Salamanca Statement. This would prove to be a
watershed moment in creating a global understanding and discussion
of inclusive education. Since then, a glut of information on
inclusive education has been published. Figure 1.1 reveals the
skyrocketing frequency of the term inclusive education in Google’s
text corpora over the past several decades. 

 


Figure 1.1

 

Frequency of
the Term Inclusive Education
in Google Books Ngram Viewer,
1948-2019
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However, there remain
significant questions about just how much and what sort of progress
has been made, how that progress can be measured, and how to even
define inclusive education (Anderson et al., 2020; Boyle &
Anderson, 2020; de Bruin, 2020; Gordon-Gould & Hornby, 2023;
Loreman et al., 2014a; 2014b; Nilholm, 2021; Walton, 2016).

While
revolutionary, the Salamanca Statement has been criticized for
providing insufficient global policy guidance, leading to varying
definitions of inclusive education and patchy implementation (Hunt,
2019). UNESCO’s 2020 Global Education Monitoring Report found that
only 68% of countries’ educational policy language provided a
concrete definition of inclusive education, and only 57% of those
definitions included multiple marginalized groups (UNESCO, 2020).
Graham and Slee (2008, as cited in Graham, 2020) argue that such
inconsistent implementation has allowed many governments and
schools around the world to use the word “inclusion” as a
smokescreen for pre-existing policies, with little change from
20th-century non-inclusive schooling. Graham (2020) adds that
while “many schools are more culturally and linguistically diverse
than they were in the 1980s, this change really reflects social
transformation as an outcome of globalization, mass migration and
multiculturalism” (p. 3). In other words, although diversity in
schools has certainly continued to increase globally in the early
21st century, the degree to which this diversity has corresponded
with true inclusion remains difficult to quantify and
characterize. 

To understand why, we need to
look further back in time. Around 60 years ago, a number of factors
“combined to create impetus for broad political, social and
educational change, including but not limited to the birth of an
international human rights legal framework” (Graham, 2020, p. 18).
Most, if not all, of these factors can be traced to the end of the
Second World War and the creation of the United Nations (UN) in
1945, and so an easy thread to pull to begin untangling this
particularly knotty history is the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights adopted in 1948. Article 26 of that declaration makes clear
that education is a human right to be made available to all people,
for free, at least at the elementary school level.

The idea of
human rights is deeply intertwined with democratic principles, and
democratization is always closely tied to education. Racial
segregation in U.S. schools and the use of literacy tests to
exclude Black voters in the Jim Crow South well into the
20th century demonstrate this point. All around the world,
dominant groups have historically denied human rights to
minoritized groups until the extension of those rights served their
own interests. This is known as interest
convergence, a concept credited to legal
scholar Derrick Bell (1980), who argued after the landmark decision
by the U.S. Supreme Court in Brown v. Board of Education that civil
rights were not extended to Blacks until there was some benefit to
white Americans in positions of power.

If we adopt a social justice
view of education, which holds that “education is a political
project embedded within a network of social institutions that
reproduce inequality” (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017, p. 1), it
becomes easier to understand how various groups have been—and
indeed continue to be—denied their human right to education, as
well as how those rights are often won back through the creation of
points of interest convergence. Critically, this view also helps us
begin to understand the nature and number of challenges remaining
if inclusive education is to be truly achieved. Importantly, there
is not and has never been a globally shared notion of inclusivity
(Armstrong & Armstrong, 2019). Different countries have their
own complicated histories and social hierarchies. The concepts
“inclusion” and “inclusive education” themselves have been defined,
deployed, and developed in a variety of ways, and not always to
good effect (Gordon-Gould & Hornby, 2023; Graham, 2020; Hunt,
2019; Loreman et al., 2014a). Every country is in a different stage
in its evolution of inclusive education, and there is no single,
universal approach to doing inclusive education. In order to
understand how inclusive education has evolved in any given
context, as well as where that context is in its evolutionary
process and what remains to be done, it is first necessary to
understand the myriad, complex historical and social factors that
create and perpetuate notions of belonging and non-belonging in
that context.

 

The Development of Inclusive
Education in Japan

 

Social
hierarchies and consequent notions of (non-)belonging manifest
themselves in institutions such as the media, government, and
schools, all of which can change over time. This change can be slow
or sudden. In Japan, the Tokugawa Era (1600-1867) witnessed the
development of a writing-based society heavily influenced by
Confucianism and driven by the novel need for common people to
participate in a new national system of taxation (Tsujimoto, 2017).
As literacy among common people rose, many households taught their
own children to read and write, and those of certain social
positions could go on to attend a private, often specialized,
academy to continue their studies. Students of any social position
had the option of attending temple schools (terakoya) and village academies
(gogaku) to learn
basic skills and subjects.

The Meiji Era
(1868-1912) ushered in a new educational paradigm, wherein
“education became a means of integrating the diverse and
multi-layered social ranks, regional identities, and cultural mores
of Edo-period feudal society, and forming a newly centralized and
unified system of values” (Morikawa, 2017, p. 34) that was seen as
essential for social stability. So total was this new paradigm that
a new term, kyoiku (education), was coined to replace the Tokugawa Era
gaku (learning)
(Morikawa, 2017). A tiered system of education emerged. Primary
education was made compulsory for all children, and many higher
education institutes were established in partnership with Christian
missionaries or the new imperial government. Benchmarking from
Europe and the United States continued through the Taisho Era
(1912-1926) and beyond, as educators and scholars were heavily
influenced by pedagogies and understanding of child psychology
developed in those regions (Yamasaki, 2017). This wholesale
adoption of an educational paradigm created serious debate around
how politics and education relate to one another, as well as the
ideological nature of education (Morikawa, 2017). In other words,
it raised questions regarding the extent to which education
maintains or threatens political and social stability, and how
foreign ideologies, as reflected in an imported system of
education, might clash with dominant Japanese values.

This pedagogical and
organizational importation, as well as the friction that it
initially caused, sheds some light on special and inclusive
education policy beginning in the post-war era and continuing to
the present day. Before WWII, many people with disabilities were
excluded from schooling, though specialized schools for people with
specific sensory, physical, and intellectual impairments did begin
to appear in the late 19th century (Furuta & Osugi, 2016;
Heyer, 2015; Ito et al., 2022; Yoshitoshi et al., 2022). Barring
that, the development of special education in Japan—the Ministry of
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) favors
this term over inclusive education—is generally divided into three
post-war periods that run parallel to phases of development in
disability-related social welfare and activism (Heyer, 2015;
Mithout, 2016). 

The first
post-war period, from 1947 to 1980, was ostensibly focused on
creating policies and legal safeguards to ensure the human rights
of persons with disabilities, including education (Mithout, 2016).
However, when the 1947 Education Law (Kyōiku Kihonho) neglected to
establish state support of special education, a confederation of
several parents and teachers’ organizations centered around special
education advocacy lobbied the Ministry of Education to create a
countrywide system of special education schools (Heyer, 2015).
These groups’ efforts helped spur the 1956 Special Education School
Establishment Law (Kōritsu Yōgogakko Seibi
Tokubetsu Sochihō), which instituted
compulsory education through junior high school for children with
physical disabilities. After 1956, children with physical or
sensory impairments could attend special, fully segregated schools
according to their type of impairment; these schools were—and still
are—funded and managed separately from “regular” public schools in
Japan, which has helped perpetuate a culture of segregation for
students with disabilities in compulsory schooling. Students with
mental impairments were still excluded from all education as a
matter of course (Heyer, 2015; Yoshitoshi et al., 2022). Because
education for students with disabilities at this time was fully
segregated, advocates for schooling for children with disabilities
began to argue not for education to merely be compulsory for such
children, but also for it to be integrated.

For the next
several years, various organizations and associations continued to
advocate for a variety of rights, including access to education,
for people with disabilities. The Association of Green Grass
(Aoi Shiba no Kai), for example, was formed in 1957 by graduates of various
special schools, and, in 1962, entered official negotiations with
the Ministry of Health and Welfare to represent disability-related
issues (Inose, 2020). This period’s disability activism entered the
national consciousness in 1970 when a mother in Yokohama killed her
two-year-old daughter with disabilities, and the Kanagawa Parents
Association for the Disabled and a neighbourhood association
launched a campaign to reduce the mother’s sentence, penning a
protest letter to the mayor of Yokohama to argue that in a society
with “no institutions for disabled children, and no guidance for
families […] the murder of a disabled child was unavoidable’”
(Inose, 2020, p. 200). The Association of Green Grass was critical
of this view, countering that both the infanticide and sympathy for
the mother were proof that Japanese society placed more value on
the lives of children without disabilities (Inose, 2020). Eight
years later, the Association’s point of view would be validated by
the so-called Kanai Struggle.

In 1978, an eight-year-old boy
with cerebral palsy named Kōji Kanai wanted to attend a traditional
school after spending two years enrolled in a special school for
students with physical impairments. The local school where he lived
in Adachi-ku, Tokyo, rejected him, and his parents started a long
and very public battle with the school and, tellingly, many parents
of students without disabilities at the school (Watanabe et al.,
2017). The parents of students without disabilities argued that
Kōji's presence in the school would diminish the educational value
for their own children, revealing the nature, degree, and
deep-rootedness of the stigma surrounding children with
disabilities at the time, as well as how that stigma manifested in
and socialized people to accept a culture of exclusion. Kōji's
family eventually won admittance to a different traditional school
in 1983, but not because the original school finally gave in.
Rather, Kōji aged into junior high school. Watanabe et al. (2017)
argue that the Kanai Struggle was essentially a political one, not
an educational one as previous researchers have suggested. Amid
mounting pressure from activists and the shift to a new era for
disability rights in Japan, it was in the junior high school’s best
interest to acquiesce. The Kanai Struggle reveals how education
functions as a political project closely tied to the operation of
other rights, as well as how pressure from a citizenry in a
democracy can create points of interest convergence to expand
rights to minoritized groups.

The second
period of post-war development of inclusive education in Japan
occurred in the last two decades of the 20th century. In 1979, the
Japanese government finally made education compulsory for all
students with disabilities, which effectively meant that students
with mental impairments could attend school for the first time ever
(Watanabe et al., 2017). However, both regular and special schools
could still legally refuse students whose needs they determined too
difficult to accommodate, a policy that tacitly allowed
institutional exclusion to persist (Young, 2021). This period was
characterized by “political willingness to support disabled
people’s autonomy and social participation […] especially as
promoted by international organizations” (Mithout, 2016, p.
168).

The UN
decreed that 1981 would be the International Year of Disabled
Persons, and this would be followed by the United Nations Decade of
Disabled Persons (1983-1992) “to provide a time frame during which
Governments and organizations could implement the activities
recommended in the World Programme of Action” (United Nations,
n.d.-b). To demonstrate its commitment to the UN Decade’s banner
call for full integration and equality, Japan borrowed the
normalization principle,
created and first implemented in 1960s Sweden, to guide its
reformation of disability law (Heyer, 2015). Notable reforms
included clarification of the term disabled across disability law, the
1984 revision of the 1949 Law for the Welfare of Physically
Disabled Persons (Shintai Shōgaisha
Fukushihō), and an increased recognition
of mental impairments in policy guidance and social welfare
provisions. Meanwhile, many Japanese disability activists, led in
large part by the Association of Green Grass, were busy emulating
the Independent Living Movement pioneered by American disability
activists based in Berkeley, California (Inose, 2020).

The Americans with Disabilities
Act of 1990 further galvanized activists and provided a legislative
mold to be copied by policy makers in Japan (Heyer, 2015; Inose
2020). Heyer (2015) contends that the “use of such imports is
strategic: it frames disability rights as a progressive and Western
project that Japan must embrace to be considered truly
international” (p. 127). This use echoes much earlier emulation of
European and American educational models in the Meiji era.
Increasingly more children with disabilities gained admittance to
traditional schools throughout this period, but most, if not all,
public schools continued to strictly segregate these students
(Mithout, 2016), calling to mind Graham and Slee’s (2008, as cited
in Graham, 2020) assertion that many countries use “inclusion” as a
smokescreen to conceal the continuance of exclusionary practices.
The only change was that now instead of being segregated in special
schools, students with disabilities were segregated in special
classrooms under the same roof.

The third and
final period of post-war development of inclusive education is
generally understood as beginning with a series of reforms in
educational and social welfare policy for persons with disabilities
in the 2000s (Heyer, 2015; Mithout, 2016). The Abe administration
initiated drastic neoliberal reforms to remove itself from managing
education, instead handing that responsibility to local governments
(Mithout, 2016). The administration’s shift from a focus on special
education (tokushu
kyōiku) to special support education
(tokubetsu shien kyōiku) mirrored earlier policy developments in the United States
and brought Japan into much closer compliance with the Salamanca
Statement and emerging global conception of inclusive education.
The era’s most significant piece of legislation was the 2006
Revision to the Basic Act on Education, which states
that,

 

(1) people must be given equal
opportunities to receive an education suited to their abilities,
and must not be subjected to discrimination in education on account
of race, creed, sex, social status, economic position, or family
origin.

(2) The national and local
governments shall provide the necessary educational support to
ensure that persons with disabilities receive an adequate education
in accordance with their level of disability.

(3) The national and local
governments shall take measures to provide financial assistance to
those who, in spite of their abilities, encounter difficulties in
receiving education for economic reasons. (MEXT, n.d.-a)

 

While many countries’ policy
language on inclusive education may not need to explicitly address
discrimination based on family origin, this stipulation is merited
here by Japan’s historical exclusion of social groups such as
Burakumin, descendants of an outcaste group during Japan’s feudal
era, and Zainichi Koreans, an ethnic minority of colonial Koreans
residing in Japan, as well as more recent immigrant families.
Systemic discrimination and poverty kept many Buraku children from
attending school through the Meiji and Taisho era reforms and well
into the post-war periods (Ishikawa, 2020), while ethnic Korean
schools in Japan have a fraught history and continue to experience
discrimination, including by the Japanese
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