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Preface

Wavering National Government Systems and School
Avoidance in the Contemporary Social Context
In this era characterized by both globalization and decentralization, national
government roles, which fall between the two, are coming into question in a variety of
fields. The problems for which contemporary society seeks rapid solutions, as
symbolized by the problems involved in the global economy and in environmental
destruction, may be global in scope or may in a significant number of cases have
strong regional characteristics. Under these circumstances, national government
systems themselves are frequently raised for debate in the fields concerned, and the
educational field is no exception.
Several problems faced by traditional national government systems in the field of
education can be identified. They include dropping out, violence in school, truancy,
breakdown of order in classrooms, and bullying. These problems, which have been
taken up widely by the mass media in recent years, can be attributed to the exhaustion
of the traditional school system.
Japan has been held up overseas as one country with a well-developed education
system, for example, but this same Japan has nearly 140,000 primary and secondary
school children who refuse to attend school. Japan has been working at the national
government level to create various modern systems to foster unity among the people
ever since the Meiji Era beginning in the late 19th century. The phenomenon of
school avoidance, however, suggests that the government mechanisms for unity
among the people by means of public education are not functioning as well as they
once did. This phenomenon of school avoidance does not exist only in Japan, but can
also be found here and there in other countries where traditional social norms are
transforming as people come to hold diverse values in the course of advanced
information networking and internationalization. Modern nations that hastened to
modernize have made particular efforts to develop and expand centralized educational
systems for the purpose of 'fostering the people' or 'forming a national culture of the
people.' Ironically, however, modern education systems that are expanded to the
saturation point then become exhausted, and it becomes clear that the system of
compulsory education has problems that can no longer be concealed, as demonstrated
by the growing number of students who refuse to attend school.
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Growing Prominence of Alternative Education
The practice of alternative education then began spreading in various countries,
almost as though in response to the above circumstances. It is worth noting that new
school formats and learning loci have flourished inside and outside existing
educational systems from the 1990s on, in particular. This is apparent, for instance, in
the rapid growth of charter schools in the United States and of progressive schools in
the Netherlands and other parts of Europe, the expansion of alternative education
streams in Denmark and other Northern European countries, and the development of
legal frameworks for alternative education in Thailand, South Korea, and other Asian
countries. As just one instance of this, there is the following: The first charter school
bill in the United States was passed in Minnesota in 1991. The number of charter
schools in the United States has grown rapidly since that time. From 2005 to 2006,
424 charter schools were founded, raising the total number of such schools up past
3,625. This growth has continued steadily.1 The number of home school student who
attend no school outside their home increased to 850,000, and make up 1.7% of the
school-age population (ages 5-17) (AERO 2002a, p. 18). In Sweden, there were 26 free
schools (fristaende skolor) engaging in Freinet, Waldorf, or other such education in 1991.
Within one decade, the number of such independent schools grew to more than 250,
and these schools are going forward with their own forms of education with
government support.2 The alternative education movement has also come to maturity
after 150 years or more in another Northern European country, Denmark. There the
number of free schools (friskole ), which are well-known for being built on the initiative
of members of the community, grew during the 1990s until they accounted for over
20% of primary and secondary schools and over 13% of the students (Undervisnings
Ministeriet 2000, pp. 7, 11). New Zealand accredited a group of alternative schools
known as special character schools in the course of educational reform from the
late 1980s, and increased the number of students attending them. At the same
time, the number of home-school students in New Zealand doubled during the
period 1993–2000 (Education Review Office 2001, p. 2).
Alternative education is also on the rise in countries outside Western Europe, though
the numbers remain smaller. Some of these schools have even been accredited.
Locations for alternative learning are coming to be accepted in particular in Asia,
where truancy and drop-out problems are emerging. In South Korea, specialized
schools for truant and drop-out juveniles were approved under enforcement
regulations for the Elementary and Middle School Education Law in 1998. As of
March 2003, 14 of these schools are being operated with government assistance as
accredited schools, and their numbers are tending upward (Chung 2003, p. 106).
There is also vigorous activity in Taiwan, where approximately 20 ‘idea
schools’ form a network (Nagata and Manivannan 2002, pp. 163 - 164). The National
Education Act in Thailand, promulgated in 1999, recognizes a variety of actors in
school building. That country is also working on a legal framework related to
alternative education (Office of the National Education Commission 2000).

In all these cases, the figures seem insignificant in comparison with the number of
mainstream public schools. The situations are socially significant, however, in
showing that traditional schools are no longer given absolute supremacy as they used
to be, and that a growing number of societies are laying the groundwork for
acceptance of special needs.

1

Retrieved 1 August, 2006 from http://www.edreform.com/_upload/national-data-glance2005.pdf

2

Retrieved 7 December, 2004 from http://www.skolverket.se/friskolor/information/info_diagr_2.shtm/
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Public Character of the Educational Community
Comes into Question
Even as alternative education has flourished in recent years, government
administrative problems associated with alternative education have been surfacing.
This is evidenced by the ongoing dispute between alternative education practitioners
and central or regional governments. The 1999 controversy over the Summerhill
School in the United Kingdom is well-known as one such case. Though less notorious
than the Summerhill School case, numerous disputes over educational practice at
alternative schools have occurred in different countries since the 1990s, and it is
worth noting that some of these cases resulted in actual litigation. The Kreuzberg Free
School trial in Germany in 1992, the Tvind school trial in Denmark in 1996, the
Booroobin Sudbury School trial in Queensland, Australia, in 1996, the Metropolitan
College dispute in New Zealand in 2001, the Gandhi School trial in South Korea in
2001, and the Taipei Autonomous Secondary Education Center dispute in Taiwan in
2001 are among the cases that could be pointed out. As neoliberal educational
philosophy in particular made inroads in every country, school review processes also
became increasingly selective, and a notable number of cases involving the evaluation
of alternative education ended up in court. The common thread through these disputes
is the issue of how alternative schools should be accredited and evaluated. Our
purpose in this report study is to examine the current circumstances and issues
involved in alternative education as an approach to the modalities of alternative
education and quality assurance, and by extension to a vision of our own educational
community.

Research Methods
One of the principal methods used in this research is international comparison.
Needless to say, one of the benefits of comparison is to relativize oneself through
comparison with others in order to obtain an objective view. This may, in some cases,
result in foregrounding characteristics on one's own side that one had never noticed
before. The present study, while keeping such uses in mind, will proceed to examine
and compare the state of alternative education systems, statutes, guidelines, and
accreditation and review in different countries, then attempt to develop a typology for
the interactions of alternative education and government administration, in hopes of
clarifying distinctive characteristics of our own educational community.
Comparative research is known to entail many methodological difficulties.
Equivalence is a key point in enabling comparison of two or more countries with
differing social and cultural contexts. It is essential for the parameters that are objects
of comparison to have sufficient commonalties that link those parameters together in
order for comparison to be possible. However, the present topic of alternative
education bears different significances in different countries. The educational
facilities known as alternative schools may include schools largely for drop-outs, and
may also include schools oriented to elites. To fail to consider the divergent meanings
encompassed by these common terms would be to eliminate half the meaning of
comparative analysis. Consequently, this study will begin by examining the
definitions and interpretations of alternative education in order to establish welldefined axes along which to situate our thinking about alternative education.
The primary comparative framework to be applied here will be spatial comparison
and not time-series comparison. In other words, multiple educational communities
will be compared on an axis set to the present or to recent years. Chapter 2, which has
a strong case study flavour, could also be positioned as regional research. Chapter 5
contains comparative analysis of alternative education in different countries and will
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include bilateral and multilateral country comparisons. However, a time-series
comparative approach that deals with the past several years may sometimes be used
when discussing alternative education within a country, including Japan. As noted
earlier, this kind of multilateral country comparison will also be used to develop a
typology of visions of the educational community vis-à-vis alternative education by
categorizing countries that have similar functions and structures and countries that
have contrasting functions and structures.
The authors have selected 14 countries for study.3 The focus is largely on (1) countries
and states that have a relative diversity of alternative schools, (2) countries and
states that have formulated clear policies on alternative schools and alternative
education, and (3) countries and states that have developed a legislative framework
as system infrastructure related to alternative education. The countries and states
that serve as the primary objects of international comparison are the United States
(Oregon state), the United Kingdom, Australia (Queensland state), the Netherlands,
Canada (Ontario province), South Korea, Denmark, and New Zealand.

Organization
This book is composed of ten chapters, as follows: Chapter 1 discusses how the
characteristics of alternative education are to be understood, for the purposes of this
research, in the contemporary context and in light of former interpretations. Chapter 2
to Chapter 7 take up cases of alternative education in practice in six countries and
discusses the realities of the systems and mechanisms involved in practice and theory
in alternative schools. Bolivia will be discussed as an example of a country where
infrastructure supporting the existence of alternative education is weak. Thailand will
be discussed as an example of a country where progress is being made in creating a
legal system as a foundation for the development of alternative education. Australia
will be discussed as a case of visible tension between standardization policies and
unique individual alternative schools. The Netherlands will be discussed as an
example of alternative education being incorporated into a system with its own review
institutions, and its merits and demerits being brought into question. The United
States (Oregon state) will be discussed as an example of how diverse practices are
carried on in the gaps left open by the system under a child-centered statutory
framework. Denmark will be discussed as the case of the alternative education
movement with the longest history that still possesses highly developed support
mechanisms even today. Chapter 8 will examine the extent to which alternative
schools and students of the kind discussed in Chapter 1 actually exist in the various
countries concerned, and will present detailed data only on those countries where
alternative education systems are well-established. Chapter 9 will refer to some cases
of disputes involving alternative schools and deal with issues of specific laws and
guidelines that prescribe the actual realities of alternative education. Chapter 10
describes the various regulations governing the content of education and school
management as a form of quality assurance, situates those regulations vis-à-vis public
subsidies in deriving a typology of government administration of education with
respect to alternative education in the different countries, and examines their
distinguishing characteristics and the issues they face.

3

The 14 countries are as follows (asterisks signify countries or states that the author himself has visited to
conduct surveys): Australia (states of Queensland*, South Australia*, Capital Territory (Canberra),
Victoria, and Western Australia), Bolivia*, Canada (British Columbia, Ontario, and Calgary), Denmark*,
Germany (states of Thuringen, Berlin, and Niedersachsen), Israel (Palestine), Netherlands*, New
Zealand*, Russia*, South Korea*, Taiwan*, Thailand*, United Kingdom*, United States (California
and Oregon*).
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Introduction by the
Series Editors
Worldwide, many national government systems of education are currently under
attack and face a plethora of problems such as rising levels of school drop out,
truancy, major behaviour problems including violence in the classroom and
playground, and increasing complaints from parents and employers that much of what
is being taught in the school and classroom is largely irrelevant to preparing young
people to live and work in a rapidly changing world. As a result, increasing numbers
of parents are seeking an alternative education for their offspring, outside mainstream
government school systems, in the belief that alternative approaches will not face the
same problems.
When students in the 1960’s in the United Kingdom were asked to describe schools as
they experience them at the time, and the characteristics of the type of school they
would like to attend (Edward Blishen, Editor, The School that I’d Like, Penguin
Books, 1969), they made the following comments:
Schools usually have one thing in common – they are institutions of today run on the
principles of yesterday.
15-year-old girl
At present, the main difference between secondary and primary schools is that
primary education is enjoyable and secondary education is absolutely dreary and
boring. Primary education …. that golden land where the revolution has at least
partially taken place. May it soon take place in our secondary schools!
13-year-old boy
School was not invented just for the little people to become the same as the big people
13-year-old girl
I am tired of hearing that the hope of my country lies in my generation. If you give
me the same indoctrination as a child, how can you expect me to be any different from
you?
15-year-old girl
One suspects that students surveyed in 2006 in a variety of countries would make very
similar observations about education and schooling. If that is the case one must ask
‘why is this so?’; since it is these types of observations on the part of learners that
xix
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INTRODUCTION BY THE SERIES EDITORS

provide the foundation as to why, in may parts of the world, there are those who are
seeking to find suitable alternatives to traditional, mainstream education and
schooling.
The search for alternatives in education has a long history. For instance, it includes
important radical experiments in alternative schooling which attracted a lot of critical
attention at the time they were suggested, such as the free school movement as
personified by the work of A.S. Neill and his school ‘Summerhill’ in the 1920’s; and
the radical views of educationalists such as Ivan Illich who, in his ground breaking
book Deschooling Society, argued that conventional schools are not only inefficient in
providing an education but are also divisive, to such an extent that Illich argued that
if an individual is truly in search of an education then they will not achieve this by
attending school.
This book by Yoshiyuki Nagata provides an excellent overview of alternative
approaches to education in terms of both theory and practice. After surveying the
philosophical underpinnings of the alternative education movements, the author goes
on to provide comprehensive global case studies of alternative education in action,
with examples from Bolivia, Thailand, Australia, the Netherlands, Denmark, and the
United States of America. In addition, the author critically assesses key issues
concerning the viability of alternative education, such as the vexed matter of quality
assurance in alternative schools, including international comparisons of quality
assurance.
This book provides useful global perspectives on alternative education which are
relevant to the Asia-Pacific region. As a result, the increasing numbers of educators
and parents in Asia-Pacific countries who are actively exploring viable alternatives to
conventional education and schooling are provided with a useful range of
international case studies on which to draw when deciding upon their own particular
approaches to alternative schooling. This book has much to teach us about education
and schooling, both conventional and alternative: it deserves to be widely read.
Rupert Maclean
Director of the UNESCO-UNEVOC International Centre
Bonn, Germany
and
Ryo Watanabe
Director, Department for International Research and Cooperation
National Institute for Educational Policy Research (NIER) of Japan
Tokyo
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