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Keiko Okuchi’s Perspective on Education Previous to Establishing Her Free School:
Focusing on the “Mother-Teacher” in Hito

Yuya Tanaka

Keiko Okuchi is known as the founder of Tokyo Shure, a leader among free schools in Japan. She has been
highly active in relevant issues over many years, serving as representative trustee of the “Japan Free School
Network” and “Japan Network to Consider School Refusal/Non-Attendance” as well as becoming a member of the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology’s “Committee for Consideration of Free Schools
et cetera.”

Previous research, while referring extensively to Okuchi as the operator of a free school, has directed little
attention to her previous career as a committed elementary school teacher before opening Tokyo Shure in 1985.
Mentions of Okuchi have been largely in regard to the issue of free schools, meaning that she is naturally seen as a
free school operator; however, in order to address her work more deeply, her previous career should be considered
as well. Based thereupon, this paper focuses on Okuchi’s contributions to the educational journal Hito prior to
opening her free school, and examines her perspectives on education from that period.

As an elementary school teacher and also the mother of three children, Okuchi struggled to balance work
and household. Her burdens increased around 1981, when her father was diagnosed with an intractable disease
and her oldest son refused to go to school and developed anorexia. While at one time she considered leaving
her job, the difficulties at home led her to a stronger awareness of “life,” which she poured into elementary
school classes focused on “life.” She felt that “it is women teachers in whom the power inheres to revive Japan’s
school education, which has been invaded by the ideologies of ability and management.” However, her view on
schools became more and more critical, and she came to hold a dubious attitude towards the postwar independent
education movements as well. In 1985 she left her elementary school and established Tokyo Shure.

Existing research has pointed out that her oldest son’s refusal to attend school was a key factor in the
establishment of Tokyo Shure; this paper focuses on the effect of the experiences of Okuchi, the mother of a
school-refusing child, on Okuchi, the elementary school teacher. That is, through her experiences as the mother of
a school-refusing child, Okuchi came to focus on classes discussing “life,” and finally to become more and more
critical of school in general.

Previous to establishing her free school, Okuchi wrote extensively in Hito about her practice as a “teacher,”

29 ¢,

while also emphasizing the keywords “mother,” “woman,” and “life.” As the mother of a school-refusing child and

an elementary school teacher — that is, as a “mother-teacher” — she developed her educational perspectives prior

to establishing her free school.

Keywords: mother-teacher, school refusal, non-attendance, free school, independent education movement



