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Meaning of “Commonality” in High School Education: Examining the Transformation
from the Principle of Universal Access to the Merit-Based Principle

Sara IKEMOTO

7 Abstract N

This paper examines the concept of “commonality” in Japanese high school education by analyzing the changes
in the high school policy as reflected in the educational administrative documents. The new high school system in
Japan, established in 1947, was based on the Principle of Universal Access, which drew upon the Three Principles
of High School Education: a single-school-district system, a coeducational system, and a comprehensive curricu-
lum. According to these principles, “commonality” implied that all children, not just a privileged few, were
expected to attend a local high school.

However, beginning in the 1950s, the Ministry of Education began preparing arguments to revise the Principle
of Universal Access. The first argument was that it was not suitable for actual conditions. The Principle of Univer-
sal Access and the Three Principles of High School Education were seen as directives from the General
Headquarters (GHQ), and it was determined that these should be revised once Japan regained its sovereignty.
Instead, the Merit-Based Principle was introduced, emphasizing the meritocratic allocation of human resources.
Under this principle, the practice of placing children in local high schools was considered as disregarding individual
students’ freedom of choice, and was thus deemed unsuitable for the actual circumstances in Japan at that time.

Furthermore, the notion of “actual circumstances” was elaborated in a document titled The Expected Image of
the Human Being, which served as an appendix to the Central Council for Education Report. This document
emphasized “national character” and “spiritual climate,” aiming to cultivate Japanese citizens who would contrib-
ute to the growth of the nation state. At this point, “commonality” had become a concept signifying nationalistic
school education. It no longer meant equal opportunity for all children to attend their local high schools.
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