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Abstract: This study examines concepts surrounding the quality of afterschool programs in
Japan and related challenges using qualitative and quantitative methods. A content analysis of
government guidelines for afterschool programs provided by the Ministry of Health, Labour
and Welfare (MHLW) and the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Tech-
nology (MEXT) is conducted, and the differences in the concepts of afterschool program
quality (APQ) between them are explored. Second, using government statistics, the author
looks at the current situation and systems of instructional features meant to improve quality.
Third, the characteristics of the human resource development system of MEXT and MHLW
for APQ are clarified using the social capital theory.
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Introduction

Improving afterschool program quality (APQ) is a critical issue worldwide. Numerous studies
have examined various measures to define program quality (Huang, Matrundola, & Leon,
2014). Additionally, it has been noted that “an increasingly [sic] number of research studies
are available on the educational quality of extended education, especially in the United States”
(Schuepbach, Allmen, Frei, & Nieuwenboom, 2017).

Providing high-caliber afterschool programs in Japan is seen as a significant issue in both
practice and theory. In Japan, afterschool programs in public schools are government funded
and can be divided into two types: (1) afterschool children’s clubs (herein referred to as AS
clubs), which are subsidized by the Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare (MHLW); and (2)
afterschool classes for children (herein referred to as AS classes), which are supported by the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT). Both ministries
have thus far mainly focused on the quantitative expansion of each afterschool program
(MHLW & MEXT, 2018a).

However, the Social Security Council’s (SSC’s) Special Committee inspected APQ re-
cently and submitted a report stating that each program needed to enhance its quality as well as
quantity (MHLW, 2018a). Furthermore, the promotion of education through cooperation
between schools and communities is being implemented as an important national educational
policy in Japan. It is highly desired that various stakeholders such as local residents, com-
panies, NPOs, and related institutions and parties will participate in the afterschool programs
as both providers and instructors (Kanefuji, 2018). Such cooperative activities are expected to
lead to the improvement of regular class activities as well as APQ, along with the revitalization
of the local community itself. In order to respond to the abovementioned recommendations
from the expert committee and national education policies, it has come to be recognized that
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APQ is an issue that must be addressed by the national government, local governments, and
relevant parties who receive national financial support.

Although both ministries have tried to promote cooperation between their programs since
2007 (Kanefuji, 2018), several differences remain in terms of organization, the environment,
and instructional features, depending on the sponsoring agency. Thus far, few studies have
compared the concepts and circumstances of quality between MHLW’s and MEXT’s after-
school programs. By shedding light on concepts of quality and the characteristics of the two
programs and examining their differences, this paper aims to provide insights for Japan’s
future national education policy, which aims to integrate the abovementioned programs. At
the same time, I aim to demonstrate that the two programs have distinct approaches regarding
the training and securing of human resources (HR) to guarantee quality; understanding their
methods will have strong implications for the development of high-quality management
systems for afterschool programs not only in Japan, but abroad as well. Using a blend of
qualitative and quantitative techniques, each afterschool program’s envisioned concept of
quality and the challenges associated with achieving it will be explored thoroughly. My
aspiration is that this paper will provide knowledge for policymakers and practitioners of
afterschool programs who consider APQ and also provide profound insights for researchers
who examine human resource development system to implement high-quality afterschool
programs.

Literature Review

Studies on APQ

Diverse studies have explored APQ’s impact on children and youth, with a focus on organ-
izations and systems, the environment, and instructional features. For example, since the
2000 s, investigations on APQ and pertinent indicators have included meta-analyses of af-
terschool program evaluations (Scott-Little, Hamann, & Jurs, 2002; Lester, Chow, & Melton,
2020), program quality assessment and tools (Kahn, Theokas, & Bronte-Tinkew, 2008;
Grossman, Goldsmith, Sheldon, & Arbreton, 2009; Huang & Dietel, 2011; Little, 2014;
Huang et al., 2014; Oh, Osgood, & Smith, 2015; Schuepbach, Allmen, Frei, & Nieuwenboom,
2017; Jutzi & Woodland, 2019), and program quality and its effects on children (Leos-Urbel,
2013; Fukkink & Boogaard, 2020). Additionally, studies have been conducted on reviews of
evaluation research of afterschool programs for adolescents (Apsler, 2009), and on definitions
of APQ (Palmer, Anderson, & Sabatelli, 2009).

On the other hand, in the context of an international comparative study on the quality of
after-school programs, these studies are just beginning, although progress is being made. For
example, the World Educational Research Association (WERA) and the American Educa-
tional Research Association (AERA) held international comparisons on the quality of after-
school programs as symposia in their annual meetings (Schuepbach, M., Noam, G., Ljusberg,
A., Kielblock, S., Stecher, L., Kanefuji, F., & Klerfelt, A ,2019a; Schuepbach, M., Noam, G.,
Kanefuji, F., Stecher, L., & Bae, S., 2019b). There, research presentations on APQ were
conducted by researchers from the United States, Germany, Sweden, Switzerland, and Japan.
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