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A Study of Regulations on Compulsory School Attendance
in the 1930s and 1940s

Kenichi INOUE

Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to clarify the facts concerning the regulations
that made formal education compulsory during the pre-war Showa era. The
idea of universal education for the entire nation has been advocated as the
ideal for formal education since 1872, but this idea was not actualized until
the pre-war Showa period. One reason for this was poverty, and this was
because the Order of Elementary School (Shogakko Rei) offered exemptions
and deferments of compulsory attendance to impoverished guardians.
Children in these types of families would work, and they were then trapped
in a situation where they were not adequately educated.

Minister of Education HIRAO Hachisaburo (1866—1945), who took his
post in the HIROTA Cabinet in 1936, started working on these various
children’s issues and on reforming the formal education system. While he was
in this position, plans were made to lengthen the term of compulsory
education and to reform the curriculum; a draft of the Law for Compulsory
Education was formulated. According to the documentation for this draft, its
content primarily focused on prohibiting child labor. However, the whole
cabinet resigned and this draft of the law was never put into practice.

Subsequently, reforms were made to the school system, and a new
national elementary-school education system was started in 1941. An
examination of the Regulations of the Order of National Elementary School
(Kokumingakkou Rei) reveals that the provisions concerning exemption and

deferments of compulsory education for guardians were deleted. Additionally,
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upon thoroughly examining the various regulations related to labor, the
author found that there were provisions related to children attending school.
The establishment of regulations relating to both school and work prohibited
children attending school from also working in principle.
In conclusion, the national elementary school system attempted to
guarantee equal opportunities in national education through a variety of

measures.

Keywords : Pre-war Showa period. elementary education. compulsory school

attendance. prohibition of child labor. interpretation of the law
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