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Finland has one of the world’s most advanced education systems. In 2000, it incorporated the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act into the Basic Education Act, enabling children enrolled in special needs education classes or schools to participate 
in ordinary classes to the greatest extent possible in accordance with their capabilities. Japan also ratified the Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities in January 2014, and the Act on Promotion of the Elimination of Discrimination against 
Persons with Disabilities enters into effect on April 1, 2016. Under this new Act, the national and local governments, etc., will be 
legally required to give reasonable accommodations to persons with disabilities. We therefore hosted a seminar in FY 2015 to 
learn from Finland’s advanced experience with inclusive education. This seminar featured as invited guests Mr. Reino Tapaninen, 
a specialist in school architecture and Chief Architect at the Finnish National Board of Education; Ms. Aya Watanabe, an 
associate professor of Tsuda College specializing in research on Finnish educational policies and systems; and Mr. Jun Ueno, a 
prominent researcher in the field of school architecture and president of Tokyo Metropolitan University. 





Ⅰ. Opening address
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 Every year since 2010, this seminar has been conducted with a theme chosen for that year. This 

year’s theme is “Creating Schools for Extending the Features of Inclusive Education: School 

architecture in Japan and Finland.” Today we have an audience of approximately 200 individuals 

who have an interest in school facilities, including staff from boards of education, schools, and other 

school-related professions. We are very grateful that you all could come. 

 School is a place that builds in all students the fundamental skills that enable them to survive 

independently in society. School could be called, in a sense, a part of life. According to Article 24 

of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, signed in Japan the year before last, 

an “inclusive education system” is one in which individuals with disabilities and those without 

disabilities learn together, and it requires that individuals with disabilities not be excluded from 

the education system in general, that they be given the opportunity to receive primary and 

secondary education in the region in which they live, and that they be given reasonable 

accommodations as necessary for each individual. Additionally, the July 2012 report of the 

Central Council for Education’s Subdivision on Elementary and Secondary Education states that 

we should aim to have children with and without disabilities learn together in the same place as 

much as possible, and that there is a need to build environments for such learning. In particular 

with regard to this new concept of “reasonable accommodations,” we must research how to fully 

achieve such accommodations and create a national “reasonable accommodations” database that 

can be provided as a reference tool to practitioners and schools. 

 On April 1 of this year, as the Act on the Elimination of Discrimination against Persons with 

Disabilities goes into effect in Japan, national and local public bodies will be legally obligated to 

provide reasonable accommodations for disabled individuals. Therefore, it will become necessary 

for facilities, as well, to provide reasonable accommodations for disabled children suitable for the 

nature of their disabilities when those students use school facilities, including standard classrooms 

in public elementary and junior high schools. In light of these developments, for the last two years 

since 2014 we at the National Institute for Educational Policy Research have been engaged in a 

foundational research project on school facilities with an aim toward building inclusive education 

systems. We analyze case studies in order to create a database of “reasonable accommodations” 

made for disabled individuals with a focus on the facilities themselves. In Finland, from which we 

have invited a lecturer who will speak today, we have been told that the integration in the year 

2000 of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act into the Basic Education Act enabled 

children enrolled in special needs education classes or schools to participate in ordinary classes to 

the greatest extent possible for their disability type or degree. 

 For today’s seminar, in order to learn from Finland’s advanced experience with inclusive 

education, we have invited from Finland Mr. Reino Tapaninen, a specialist in school architecture 

and Chief Architect at the Finnish National Board of Education. From Japan, we have invited Ms. 
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Aya Watanabe, an associate professor of Tsuda College working in research on Finnish 

educational policies and systems, who until last year was a Senior Researcher at this institute; and 

Mr. Jun Ueno, a prominent researcher in the field of school architecture and president of Tokyo 

Metropolitan University. To these honored guests, I would like to extend our deepest thanks for 

taking time out of their busy schedules to attend this seminar. 

 Ms. Watanabe and Mr. Ueno are also both participants in the institute’s two-year research 

project that I mentioned earlier. Today, I hope that we can discuss Finland’s inclusive school 

architecture and education system, as well as discuss the latest findings from Japanese case studies 

in which the features of Japanese inclusive education are utilized. These findings include the fruits 

of our own institution’s research.  

 In closing, I expect that this seminar will be an opportunity to gain knowledge useful for 

thinking about how to build schools for an inclusive education system, and that it will contribute 

to the enhancement of school facilities in a way that improves the learning environment for all 

children. This concludes my opening remarks. Thank you. 
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Speech

Finnish Inclusive School Architecture

Mr. Reino Tapaninen

Chief Architect,
Finnish National Board ofEducation
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Finland is not blessed with many natural resources. But to us, the issue of investment in education is one of our largest unresolved issues, 
as well as a core goal. It is the one and only legacy that we can leave behind to our children that will help them survive in the future. 
Approximately 25% of all Finnish citizens who complete compulsory basic education go on to complete upper secondary and university 
education, as well. Education is very important to the Finnish people. 

Finland’s education system is rooted in the core principle of equity. The basic principle underlying Finnish education is that all people be 
given the opportunity to receive high-quality education and training. Regardless of race, age, property, location, or economic status, all 
Finnish people must be provided with equal educational opportunities.
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This diagram shows Finland’s education system, which is extremely flexible. There are no dead-ends in this system, and thus it is possible 
to receive a degree through a number of different methods and paths. Compulsory education, or general education, lasts for nine years 
from the age of six or seven through to the age of fifteen. All Finnish citizens are required to complete this basic education. After 
graduation from basic education, there are two paths of progression: general upper secondary education or vocational upper secondary 
education and training. It is not necessary to remain fixated on the path chosen, as it is also possible to change paths along the way. It is 
also possible to advance to a university or polytechnic (secondary vocational school) after choosing to attend vocational upper secondary 
education and training. This system is very flexible and allows students freedom of choice. 

In 2013, 60,000 students completed compulsory basic education, and approximately 95% of them advanced to general upper secondary or 
vocational upper secondary school, followed by university. Education is extremely important to future success.
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Finland’s administration is very flexible. The Ministry of Education and Culture is the organization responsible for creating education 
policy guidelines. It develops education-related laws and allots the education budget in a phased, graduated manner. A major organization 
underneath the umbrella of the Ministry is the Finnish National Board of Education, to which I belong. It is responsible for determining 
the national core curriculum and qualification requirements for vocational upper secondary education and training, supporting
policymakers, and providing services for learners, teachers, and schools. 

In Finland’s education system, the central national government provides general guidance, but the rest is left to the judgment of local 
governments. The central government determines things such as the minimum number of hours to be assigned to each subject—for 
example, how many hours of history, English, and math must be taught each week. Schools are required to adhere to these national
standards. The central government also determines the size of national government subsidies. The amounts of government subsidies
allocated to schools and local governments are determined at the level of the local government and school. Distribution and uses of 
national government subsidies as well as class sizes at schools are determined by the local governments. The local governments also 
serve the role of hiring teaching staff and evaluating the quality of learning.
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In terms of finances, this slide shows annual expenditures per student. These figures change depending on the area of residence, but basic 
education costs roughly 5,000 to 20,000 euros per student. This is a large variation, but when converted to Japanese yen it is over one 
million yen per student. Of course, when it comes to vocational upper secondary schools, the facilities and equipment involved cause 
costs to jump up much higher. With this information, I believe that you should be able to get a rough idea of the per-student costs of 
education. 

This diagram shows what goals are set for basic education and competence in Finland. The five major concepts or goals are knowledge, 
skills, values, attitudes, and will. Placed at the core of these is “development as a human being and citizen.” This is the largest concept 
and goal. Another section of the pie is “thinking and learning to learn.” To learn for the sake of learning is extremely important. 
“Multiliteracy” is also essential. Students must learn how to operate computers and other equipment. Other areas of learning on this chart 
are “ICT competency,” “Competence for the world of work, entrepreneurship,” and “Taking care of oneself and others, managing daily 
activities, safety.” These are the system’s major goals.
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Next is special education, i.e. special support education. As this diagram shows, there is a focus on providing students who require special 
support with that support at the earliest possible stage. These types of support are separated into different categories: general support, 
intensified support, and special support. I will explain this diagram in a little more detail later on.

Finland is famous for having achieved very high scores in international assessments of academic ability. Finland’s youth have reported 
some of the top results among OECD countries in PISA and other international assessments, demonstrating high capabilities in math, 
problem-solving, science literacy, and reading. We are very proud of these results. However, in the latest PISA scores released in 2012, 
Asian countries took the top rankings, with South Korea, Shanghai, Singapore, and Japan among the highest scores. Finland remained in 
the top spot for Europe. Policymakers and education providers were a little shocked at Finland’s drop in the rankings, but we are now 
working on major improvements in our effort to take back the global top spot of which we have been so proud.  
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Finland has achieved high scores on PISA, but this raises a variety of questions that we will now answer. Why are Finland’s scores so high? Indeed, no 
one was able to hide their surprise when the first PISA results came back. “Finland’s results are extraordinary—but why?” is what everyone wondered. 
A few of the reasons are clear. First of all, education in Finland is provided free of charge from kindergarten through university. Students are not 
required to pay anything. Furthermore, because all Finnish citizens are provided equal opportunities for education, few students leave school 
prematurely. Everyone goes to school. As explained earlier, the organizational administration for education is also extremely flexible. Interactive, 
cooperative learning methods are encouraged, and teamwork is heavily utilized for projects and other activities. Another very important factor is 
Finland’s high-quality, highly qualified teachers. Almost all teachers, including kindergarten teachers, have a master’s degree from a university. In 
Finland, the teaching profession is very highly regarded by society and respected by everyone. If you say to a friend that you are a “teacher,” you will 
be regarded with very high social esteem, almost on par with a lawyer or a doctor. Moreover, the fact that Finland’s PISA scores are so good can also 
be attributed to its high-quality learning environments, school facilities, and physical infrastructure. 

Therefore, the next questions are: What is a high-quality school, and what does it consist of? In order to determine what a high-quality 
school is, it is of course necessary to set certain criteria by which to assess schools. One increasingly important type of assessment is post-
occupancy evaluation. This is a type of assessment performed two years after a school building has begun to be used, and it investigates 
whether the facilities are all functioning flawlessly. Also increasingly important are interdisciplinary research among architects and 
educators, and research on school architecture and school environments. This is because there is scientific evidence that physical school 
architecture has a direct effect on learning outcomes. 
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Our next point of question is: Are norms necessary for school architecture and design? School architecture in Finland was heavily 
regulated by norms until 1993, but 25 years ago these restrictions were removed, and the school-specific design and architecture norms 
were abolished. Today, schools are built in accordance with general construction laws and regulations that are applied to construction and 
architecture projects of all sorts. There is only one section of the law on schools: “A pupil participating in education shall be entitled to a 
safe learning environment.” Safety is heavily prioritized. 

The department to which I belong publishes dimensioning indicators for school architecture, which can be downloaded from this website. 
These indicators provide an outline of ways to partition schools into school facilities and classrooms based on school sizes. These are not 
norms. These are recommendations concerning appropriate school size designs that ensure sufficient space for various school activities.
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There are similar indicators for special education facilities, which include information on therapy rooms, therapy pools, disabled toilets, 
etc.

This is a technique used for a typical Finnish school. School activities are categorized into various zones: public, semi-public, internal, 
and restricted zones. In the center of the school is a common area, which is open to all other areas and includes multifunctional sections 
such as the main lobby, lunch room, cafeteria, library, and offices. Placed next to this central base are home areas and home bases for 
each grade, which can be used as independent learning spaces. Also in this area are the gymnasium and arts and crafts room. These are 
the fundamentals of modern school design. 
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In Finland, joint projects are promoted that cross the boundaries separating the arts, crafts, home economics, and other subjects. Students 
can join together to participate in such projects. In other words, students share the same rooms, facilities, and equipment. In this way, it is 
more effective for students to learn all subjects in the same place, sharing space and equipment with each other. Students are able to 
cooperate with one another in a cross-boundary, multi-disciplinary way, and this also serves to save space and reduce costs. 

Finnish school buildings now and in the future. First of all, schools must have flexibility and versatility, as the needs of schools may 
change in the next five years. They absolutely must be flexible. A school is sometimes likened to a village or a town. People set up open 
squares for congregation in the middles of schools. The hallways are like roads, and there are roofed areas and gathering spots. A school, 
like a village, must be a place full of vitality and energy. Finnish schools are transparent and open. Glass walls are heavily used indoors. 
These are inclusive schools, usable by everyone. 
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Education is for all citizens. For a long time in Finland, “inclusion” was the core principle underlying the basic education system. In basic education, 
all students are provided with common content as well as individual instruction. If students are diagnosed with a learning disability, the focus is on 
providing them with assistance as soon as possible. If they are diagnosed as early as possible, they can be swiftly given support. As shown in the 
pyramid diagram, support is divided into three categories: general, intensified, and special. All students have the right to receive general support. If 
general support is inadequate, pedagogical assessments will be performed and planning undertaken for intensified support. This plan will be 
implemented by a pupil welfare group set up in the school in collaboration with the student’s parents. In some cases, an individualized plan may be 
created that focuses on the relevant student. If intensified support is still inadequate, a wider and more comprehensive pedagogical assessment will be 
conducted, and education providers and the school will collect information from teachers, parents, and the pupil welfare group. On the basis of this 
information, the school and education providers will make a formal determination regarding special support. This is represented by the top of the 
triangle in the diagram. The formal determination by the school will lead to the creation of an individual plan for the relevant student.

The same principles apply to students in general upper secondary education and vocational upper secondary education and training. If it 
can be established that a student is having learning difficulties, support measures will be formulated immediately and put into action. All 
students engaged in upper secondary and vocational upper secondary curricula have the right to receive adequate individual guidance and 
other educational guidance as necessary. The principles of support are applied to all kinds of students.
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In order to implement this sort of support system in all of Finland’s schools, a special network was created for national state-run special 
education schools. These are called Valteri schools. Valteri is an abbreviation of a term meaning “national state-run special education 
school,” as well as being a boy’s name. I think this is a great name for a school. 

The Valteri Network used to consist of six state-run schools operated by the Finnish National Board of Education and located in six 
locations throughout Finland. Last year, however, the schools were all merged into a single school. 
This one school has the same six facilities through Finland, but the system has been reformed such that there is now one principal, one 
director, and one board of education for the entire school. 
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Valteri is not merely a school, but also a learning and consulting center. 

Valteri is a national state-run center with six facilities, or units, located throughout Finland. The center serves to complements the 
learning and school attendance support services of the local government and region.  The Valteri school supports the implementation of 
inclusive education by providing comprehensive general, intensified, and special support services. With Valteri, it is possible to provide 
services focused on the needs of children and young people, or the needs of the community, local government, or region as a whole.
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Valteri is an organization that complements the learning  and school attendance support services of the local government. These services 
include consultation visits and counseling services for daycare centers and schools, support periods for students, assessment and 
rehabilitation services for children and young people, workplace counseling, and training for in-service personnel. Valteri also creates 
materials for the planning and implementation of support services. Valteri is a network that contains the specialized knowledge to handle 
needs related to autism spectrum disorders; neuropsychiatric disorders; language, communication, hearing, vision, mobility, and motor 
function disorders; neurological illnesses; and other chronic illnesses, as well as other complex needs. 

Valteri also hosts training courses and seminars at the national, regional, local, and school level. These courses can consist of long-term 
R&D processes or compact training sessions focusing on specific topics. Process-based courses can also include consulting and 
workplace counselling. Valteri is financed by the Finnish National Board of Education, and participants can receive services free of 
charge.
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This is a list of the training services and facilities provided by Valteri. Mikael specializes in language and communication, hearing, 
neuropsychiatric disorders, complex needs, and vision disorders. Mäntykangas in the city of Kuopio handles vision, chronic illnesses, 
communication, complex needs, and other similar illnesses. Onerva in the city of Jyväskylä specializes in autism spectrum disorders, 
language and communication disorders, and complex needs. Ruskis in the city of Helsinki specializes in mobility and motor functions, 
complex needs, and neurological illnesses. Tervaväylä in the city of Oulu specializes in autism spectrum disorders, language, 
communication, hearing, mobility and motor functions, and complex needs. Finally, Speres in the city of Helsinki is a Swedish-language 
special needs support facility that specializes in hearing, neuropsychiatric, and vision disorders. There are services available that can 
handle children with even the most severe problems and disabilities. 

This network also publishes the Guidebook for the Design of Schools for Handicapped Children. This can be downloaded from the
Finnish National Board of Education website.   
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The Valteri Network pursues research on individual equipment, combining play and rehabilitation together. 

Valteri is gaining deeper understanding of the different types of mobility equipment. Each and every child has different, individual needs. 
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In the photograph on the left is an example of support equipment for children who cannot move their bodies at all. Using this piece of 
mobility equipment, an individual can participate in learning, teaching, and other such activities. In the photograph on the right is a type 
of escape balcony that can be used by wheelchair-bound students in a fire emergency. These escape balconies must be installed at special 
support schools where there are students with mobility or motor function disabilities. 

Special education units are also established to provide learning support for children who require quiet, calm environments. Units like this 
can also be set up at normal schools. These units have smaller classrooms for smaller numbers of students, as well as special toilets for 
disabled children. 
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This is a Valteri model for a physiotherapy and language therapy space. Any type of school can implement a space such as this one. 

This is an example of special education units implemented at a normal school. 
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Next, I will showcase two new facilities in the Valteri Network. These facilities were only recently established. First is the Lohipato Unit 
established at the Tervaväylä School in the city of Oulu. This is a school and dormitory for disabled and neurologically ill children that 
provides a wide variety of therapies and support for disabled children and their families. Even disabled children who attend low-cost 
schools can be taught here temporarily. In the event that children will receive short-term special support, they can learn at this facility for 
a certain period before returning to their local schools. All students at this facility have some physical disability, and thus wheelchairs or 
some other assistive equipment are used for movement. Some students here also have autonomic sensory disabilities. 

The next two slides show a photograph of the school at night and a rough sketch of the school. The school is located in the heart of the 
city of Oulu. It is a multistory building. 
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Although the building looks complex at first glance, it is in fact very simple.

This is the ground floor of the building, shown here in a very simple sketch. This sketch shows the front entrance, the entrance lobby, the 
cafeteria, the gymnasium, and the rehabilitation pool. 
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The first floor contains living space for students and family members who will be staying at the school for a long period. 

The second floor contains special classrooms such as the arts and crafts room. 
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The third floor contains offices. As a whole, the building is rectangular in shape and of safe design.

This diagram shows a cross-section of the building.
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The building looks very complicated from outside. It is a beautiful-looking building.   

Five years ago, this building was featured in the “Compendium of Exemplary Educational Facilities” published by the OECD. 
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These next two slides are photographs of the school cafeteria. Typically in Finnish schools, cafeterias are extremely open and expansive 
spaces. It is also necessary to be mindful of acoustics, of course, and this school has rather good acoustics. 
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In this photograph, individual guidance is being provided to students. Dedicated teaching staff and assistants are assigned to almost all 
students, and so for a group of 40 students, there will be more than twice as many teaching staff and assistants. The ratio of students to 
teachers is completely different from a normal school. Each student receives individualized support. All students have mobility- or motor 
skills-related disabilities and thus use wheelchairs. 
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Here a student is learning in a classroom. There is only one student shown in this photograph. The other three people are teaching staff 
and assistants. For this reason, there are many different ideas afloat pertaining to learning assistance.   

This is a photograph of the school’s rehabilitation pool. Obviously, Finnish schools must also be equipped with saunas. 
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Another new special support school in the Valteri Network is the Onerva school located in the city of Jyväskylä, Finland. Construction on 
the school was completed in December, but school operations only began two weeks ago. As one of the six units of the Valteri School, 
this unit provides basic education in preparation for entering school and voluntary additional basic education for students who require 
assistance due to visual, hearing, or language disabilities. There are many students at this school who suffer from autism. It also features 
fully furnished accommodation facilities for students coming from distant locations. 

This is a bird’s-eye overview of the facility. 
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This is a site plan for the facility. There is an extremely active playing field located to the south side of the facility.
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This is an elevation plan for the facility. 

Here is a rough sketch of the facility’s ground floor. This is the front entrance. After passing through the lobby area, there is an auditorium, 
cafeteria, home areas, and classrooms. Classrooms can be opened up to be connected with the home base lobby and thus are very flexible 
in their use. These are the lodging rooms. These are the offices, the pool, the gymnasium, the arts and crafts room, and the kitchen. 
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This is the first floor of the facility. This area can also be freely opened up to connect classrooms with lodging rooms. Also on this floor 
are more offices as well as therapy and counselling rooms.

The second floor also contains lodging rooms and classrooms. 
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Here is the exterior of the facility. It is an extremely beautiful new facility and we are very proud of it. It was just finished last week. We 
had used an impromptu temporary facility until this building’s completion, and thus the students seemed very happy with the new 
building.

This is the lobby area with an auditorium. This school is attended by students with visual and hearing disabilities, and thus the use of 
color and contrast is extremely important here. The elevators are marked with bright colors to make them stand out, and the auditorium 
uses contrasting coloring to make the stairs easier to identify. Paths and routes are made very clear and easy to understand on the floors.
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This is a fireplace. This is the front entrance to the school. Creative touches can be found used throughout the school to promote learning. 
For example, there are numbers written on the stairs that help students learn about increasing numbers. In a variety of ways, school 
equipment and facilities themselves are utilized as learning and teaching tools. 

This is a hallway. Wheelchairs can be stored at the sides of the hallway. The flooring uses clear and distinct coloring and materials, which 
can help serve as guides for visually impaired children walking with the aid of white canes. At crossroads, it is easy to tell when a path is 
for a different facility, and it is easy to change directions if necessary.   
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Speakers are installed in the ceiling. These speaker send signals to students pertaining to where they are currently located. For example, if 
you were to hear the sound of tableware from the speakers, it would mean that you are close to the kitchen. If you heard balls bouncing, 
you would know you are near the gymnasium. This is the pattern used on the floor. 

Each area utilizes a variety of creative methods to make itself conspicuous and help students realize immediately that they have come to 
another location. This is the “red area,” which uses different materials from other areas. Measures have been taken to try to make the 
stairs really stand out. 
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All classrooms are of an “open” style of design. There is also a play area. The children each have their own cups decorated with Moomin
characters that they use to drink juice. From what I hear, Moomin is also popular in Japan. 

This is the rehabilitation pool.
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Next I will discuss two comprehensive schools newly established in the cities of Espoo and Helsinki. This is a modern architectural trend 
seen in the construction of new large schools. This is a new residential area in Espoo. 

An architecture competition was conducted for the design of a comprehensive school with a capacity of 1,000 students. Comprehensive 
schools are multipurpose in nature, fully equipped with a kindergarten, primary schools providing basic education, a library, an
auditorium, and a gymnasium. This facility is usable by any area residents.
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This is a model of the facility.

This is a rough sketch of the school. Seen here are the kindergarten, nursery school, primary schools teaching basic education, library, 
auditorium, cafeteria, and finally arts and crafts and other special classrooms. 
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This is the first floor. The gymnasium is here. 

These next two photographs show the school exterior and the main lobby. The plan is to lay large fabric materials here to improve the 
quality of acoustics in the area. When this photograph was taken, the room was still under construction.
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These are photographs of the cafeteria and lobby area. It is clearly a very transparent space. The use of many glass walls enables one to 
see what is happening on the other side of the school. 
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This is a space located between classrooms. By opening the sliding doors, the entire area can be opened up into a large open space.
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These rooms are divided by curtains rather than walls. 

There is an extremely active play area located outside. 

49



The second school is similar to the large school in Oulu, but this one was completed two years ago. This is also a comprehensive school 
with a capacity of 1,000 students. 
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This rough sketch of the facility is also very similar to that of the other school. There is a home base area for the kindergarten and primary 
schools providing basic education. There are also sports facilities. 

This rough sketch shows how the school was designed.
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The next four slides contain photographs of the building exterior, the main lobby, the front entrance interior, and the school’s classrooms. 
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Next I will discuss the architecture competition, the results of which were announced in the autumn of last year. There is a new suburban 
area in Helsinki with a population of 20,000 people, and there was a need to build a new school for this area.

Thus, there was an architecture competition held for the construction of this school. These next few slides will share some of the 
proposals received from architects.
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This is a different proposal for a different project. 

Some people have said that this looks more like a concert hall or a theater than a school.  
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It is increasingly common for Finnish schools to have spacious, expansive lobby areas that are used for a variety of purposes. 
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This is a current trend in Finnish architecture, and a tendency that has been growing over time. Opening up the spaces means that the 
individual classrooms gradually fade away. 

Each room is opened up to create one large hall. 
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This slide shows another example of this trend. Individual classrooms disappear, leaving only a large “learning environment” in which a 
variety of activities are possible. 

A school is a massive investment. Finland’s economy is on a downturn, and it is not possible to build such expensive school buildings 
under present circumstances. As seen in the last example, schools in the past have been extremely expensive, and there is a need now 
especially to rethink schools in general. As a proposal or experiment to that end, I will next introduce the following idea: that a school is 
not one product, building, or place, but rather it is a service.
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This is a shabby industrial building located in the United States. Many famous Nobel Prize winners have emerged from the team that 
worked here—from those that worked in this ugly, dirty building. Does the appearance of a building really change the output of the 
activities conducted inside? Or is the appearance of the building irrelevant? 

The ugly building was demolished and this building was built instead. No Nobel Prize winners have emerged from this building.
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There is a need to think about where “learning” is born and takes place. Learning does not need to emerge or take place at a school, but 
can also emerge in the home or a variety of other places. 

Teaching staff and architects typically view a school as one product, place, and building. That is the typical image of a school. However, 
it is also possible to view schools as consisting of several decentralized components, or as distributed services that rely on an existing 
service. Because there are already existing services in local regional communities and local governments, the communities use just these 
services. Is a building really required for a school? 
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Here I will provide the example of the Otaniemi district of Helsinki. This is the campus of the Aalto University School of Chemical 
Technology, designed by Finnish architect Alvar Aalto. The city of Espoo set up a temporary school facility here for schools undergoing 
remodeling. This means that they constructed a temporary facility here. The school made use of the university’s existing services, such as 
its laboratories, gymnasium, and auditorium. It is here that we can see a solution to our question. There is no need to construct a new 
school building. We should simply use existing facilities instead. 

What would happen if we put a school on a subway train? This may be a strange idea, but it has actually been tested. There is a very short 
subway in Helsinki. In considering ideas for a high school, someone suggested the idea of using the subway as a school. Each numbered 
car of the subway train would be used for a certain grade, and the train would stop at certain stations, such as Matinkylä Station (where 
there is a swimming pool and sports hall) and Kivenlahti Station (where there is a library). The subway would be a school. Students 
would make use of the existing services in their local regional community. This may well be the future of schooling in Finland. 
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Thank you for listening. 
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I have been researching Finland’s education system and policies for nearly 20 years. In that time, I have been given a variety of 
opportunities simply by researching the country of Finland and education there, and for that reason I felt that I need to give something back 
to Finland at some point. Today, I hope that I can work to build a sort of bridge that will bring Japan and Finland together.

I will begin with an explanation of what “inclusive education” means. Then I will advance to a description of the situation surrounding 
inclusive education, and finally I will conclude with the changes surrounding inclusive education, focusing primarily on Finland. I have 
been given this opportunity to present on inclusive education as education policy and education system at this seminar held by the National 
Institute for Educational Policy Research’s Educational Facilities Research Center. I will also be comparing the situations in Finland and 
Japan, and sharing my thoughts on all of these matters. 
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What is inclusive education? As stated at the beginning, the definition used by the Central Council for Education is extremely well-known in 
Japan. This definition defines it as “a system that enables children with and without disabilities to study together.” This is a domestic 
Japanese context, but of course there is no need for me to state that there is much work on inclusive education being done internationally as 
well.

The statement or declaration that established that basic line was the Salamanca Statement. This is recognized to have set in motion the path 
that led to today’s special education. 
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I would also like to introduce another definition provided by UNESCO. This is not a definition of inclusive education, but rather a definition 
of what circumstances constitute “inclusion.” Here, the inclusive approach and state of affairs is taken to mean an active appreciation of 
diversity. Although conventional approaches emphasized acceptance, this definition takes the next step, including a diverse array of 
circumstances—not limiting itself to disabilities, but including various other circumstances such as social minorities, or the recently topical 
immigrants or refugees and other such children with international backgrounds.
With this, how are we to interpret an inclusive education system and UNESCO’s “inclusion”? In inclusion, an “inclusive” state of affairs is 
the end goal or target. I believe this is where the idea of children with and without disabilities learning together comes into play from 
Japan’s definition of inclusive education, as a method of arriving at that goal. 

Next I will discuss the question of whether Finnish education is “inclusive”.
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Here I will once again introduce the UNESCO definition. Roughly ten years ago in 2005, UNSECO explained inclusion in terms of what it is and what it is not. In this, they 
stated that inclusion means to welcome diversity; to benefit all learners and not just the excluded; to include children in school who may feel excluded; and to provide equal 
access to education without excluding any particular children.
On the other hand, what is NOT inclusion? It is not inclusion when, for example, reforms are performed on special education alone, without performing reforms on the whole 
education system, including both formal and non-formal education systems. It is also not inclusion when only diversity is addressed, without improving the quality of 
education for all learners. After all, a prerequisite for this system is that it benefits everyone. Additionally, establishing special schools and not providing additional support 
within a normal school system means to create a place for implementing special education. Finally, the fourth point refers to addressing only the needs of disabled children, 
the relevance of which to the whole is something that is considered. If certain children are sacrificed in order to meet the needs of other children, then that is not inclusion.
This is the definition of “inclusion,” or perhaps the guidelines for it. With this as our start and guide, I would now like to take a look at Finnish education.  However, more 
than approaching this like a check list or report card, advancing through each point one by one, I will put forth concepts that exist as points of discussion internationally and 
consider Finnish education from a Japanese perspective. 
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Next I will explain current situation of inclusive education. 

First, regarding the conceptual foundations of inclusive education, Mr. Tapaninen discussed this very comprehensively and in great detail in 
his talk, so I will abbreviate this section somewhat. 
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One of the conceptual foundations of inclusive education is its legal basis. For example, the concept of equality as expressed in Finland’s 
constitution. 

Additionally, among the educational rights that people have is the right to equal opportunity, or the right to receive an education suited to 
their ability or individual needs. 
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The same sort of language can be found in Japan’s Basic Act on Education, which in my opinion is extremely similar. It is also written in the 
Basic Education Act, which is the comprehensive law pertaining to the basic education stage of education. This also states that education 
shall be governed by a unified National Core Curriculum. 

This legal framework constitutes one of the conceptual foundations. Another of the foundations is a comprehensive school model, which 
was even heavily publicized in Japan due to the high scores achieved on the Programme for International Student Assessment. The actual 
school is called a peruskoulu, or “basic school.” This comprehensive school model wherein a variety of students learn together under one 
roof is another of inclusive education’s conceptual foundations. These are the basic principles of “inclusion” in Finland, and such language 
can be found in the reference materials collected by the Finnish National Board of Education. 
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Next I would like to take a look at the history of special education. 

Finland, or really all of northern Europe generally, has an image of being advanced in all aspects of education. Especially when it comes to topics such as special 
education, it is often assumed that northern Europe is definitely more advanced. Of course, there are some dimensions in which this is the case, but I feel that there 
are also many aspects in which Finland and northern Europe share a common context with Japan. For example, historically, it is said that special education got its 
start in Japan in the latter half of the 19th century. In roughly the same time period, Finland’s history of special education also began. As it gradually progressed, the 
compulsory education system took shape. In the midst of that progression, the treatment of children with disabilities progressed in a gradual manner by degrees, as 
can be seen in this slide. The Compulsory Education Act of 1921 is represented as the second period on this slide. In this law, it was established that all children have 
an obligation to receive an education, but an exemption clause was established for children with intellectual disabilities. They were left out of compulsory education.
After the end of the Second World War, the amount of education for the disabled gradually increased, and the major developments that took place and led to modern 
special education were also passed on to Finland. In particular, it seems that these developments spread to Finland from Sweden and other neighboring countries.
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In the 1980s, all children began to receive compulsory education as a general rule. In Japan, this happened perhaps in the latter half of the 
1970s, although I apologize because that is not known for certain. In the 1980s, a curriculum standard was created separately from standard 
schools to address disabled children specifically. In the 1990s, both types of schools came to use the same core curriculum, around the time 
that the Salamanca Declaration and other international trends emerged. In this way, developments oriented toward the establishment of an 
inclusive education system were rapidly realized. In Finland, too, I think of the 1990s as being one of the points of origin of the perspective 
of inclusive education.

Next, I will examine the current situation of special education. 
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This slide provides an easy-to-understand diagram of the structure of special education. From this diagram, I think it will be clear that the 
structure in Finland is very similar to the one in Japan. First of all, there are students who only attend special schools. Then there are special 
classes, including those established within schools and children who only attend special classes. There are also students in regular classes 
who also receive special classes. Among such students, there are those based in special classes and those based in regular classes. Of course, 
there are also some integrated into regular classes. In terms of the number of special schools, as of 2014 there were 99 such schools, and I 
will explain changes in these numbers a little more detail later on.

From a systemic point of view, Finland has special schools and special classes. In recent years, there has been a tendency for special schools 
to be integrated with basic schools, but this means that there are special classes set up within basic schools. At the school level, provisions 
are made so that special-needs students can attend normal classes, with support both in terms of facilities and personnel. However, students 
with relatively severe disabilities are often placed in special classes only. As stated earlier, special needs has been integrated into the 
National Core Curriculum as a general rule since 1994. 
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Next, I would like to take a look at the changes surrounding inclusive education. 
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First is the reform of the special education system. 

Before we discuss the reform of the special education system, I would first like to explain what sort of system came before it. In the past, Finland had a distinctive system called エリトゥイネン・オペトス, which directly translates to 
“special education.” This term was used to refer generally to both the special education that we think of and, by a broader definition, standard support including learning assistance and living assistance. Finland’s system could be 
said to consist of these two sides.
What sorts of support are included in special support? In terms of traditional learning support practices, there are four main patterns. First is support by the teaching staff themselves. This sort of support is conducted before or after 
school and aims to resolve specific problems and issues.
Second is support by school assistants. There are all kinds of assistants, including young people who have just graduated high school and those who have been working as assistants for many years. However, one can become a 
school assistant without having a teacher’s license, and thus such assistants work under teachers, providing encouragement and advice. 
The third pattern is support by special support instructors. These instructors work with homeroom teachers to provide learning support for students struggling at a basic level with subjects such as their native language and math.
I would like to take a moment to explain a little more about what role exactly a special support instructor performs. As with special education, this too can be split into two main types. One type is the kind of teacher responsible for 
special classes who teaches at a special school, or who serves as a homeroom teacher for a special class. The other type is the type of teacher who provides learning support and fulfills that sort of role. The type of teacher described 
in this third pattern is more of the latter type who provides learning support.
The fourth pattern is support by support groups. Poor academic performance and problems in classes are not necessarily problem arising within school or in classes. Sometimes they are caused by problems outside of school. 
Support groups and systems are formed to resolve such problems. The members of such groups can of course be teaching staff and those involved in special support at schools, as well as school counselors, school social workers, 
and other experts. Recently in Japan and elsewhere, there are developments surrounding so-called “team schools” that attempt to further incorporate such specialists and their skills into schools, potentially creating more 
organizational capabilities. I believe that such initiatives have traditionally been pursued in Finland, as well. 
Some of this has likely been difficult to grasp, so I would like to provide some photographs to explain in more detail. 75



First is after-school instruction by special support instructors. This can be thought of as supplementary in nature. In this photograph, students 
in supplementary classes at school use computers to play instructional game-like software to receive supplementary instruction in math. 
Here, a teacher responsible for special education is watching over the children as they learn.
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Next is instruction by special support instructors in a special separate classroom. These students are primary-school first graders. Upon 
entering a school at the first-grade level, students display extreme variation in ability with their native language, in particular. Although 
some children may be able to read books with ease, others are just encountering the alphabet for the first time. Further, although some 
children are able to simply sit down in classrooms and pay attention, others are still not accustomed to sitting and listening like this. 
Recently, such issues are beginning to be addressed in preschools before the children advance to school, but here we can see initiatives in 
place at schools, as well.
In the photograph shown here, there are five children and two teachers. Actually, there are two more teachers present who are not shown in 
the photo. Assistants are present to support children who have significant difficulty sitting quietly.

Next is the performance of musical theater and plays in a regular class. If you visit a Finnish school, the most striking aspect is that many 
classes are implemented in a creative format. Musical and musical theater classes are examples of this, and initiatives that combine multiple 
classes into one and emphasize rich expressiveness are conducted in a variety of forms. In this photograph, a girl in a wheelchair dances and 
sings together with other children, holding a drumstick-like instrument in a musical dance performance as other children play other 
instruments around them. 
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This next slide shows a child with amblyopia, or lazy eye, participating in a regular class with the use of equipment. Although he is learning 
in a regular class, he is using a tool that expands and zooms in on objects. This photo is rather old, and its age is likely apparent from the 
thickness of the monitor and similar elements. Equipment like this is regularly used even at public schools as special-needs students learn 
together with other children.

So those are some ways in which Finnish special education is implemented, but the entire system underwent a major reform in 2011. Building up to this reform 
were various discussions and various stages of development that led to the transfer to the new system. Discussions first began approximately ten years ago in 2006. 
What was then called the Ministry of Education, now the Ministry of Education and Culture, began discussions on developing this special education system with a 
newly appointed steering group. This format of consulting with a steering group and conducting discussions on new policy with the participation of a variety of 
stakeholders is, in my opinion, quite similar to the Japanese format. This steering group worked to compile a “special education strategy” by the following year, 
ultimately recommending the expansion of such practices as early intervention, early support, support in stages, and teacher development for special education. 
There is an extremely broad consciousness and awareness of early intervention and early support at Finnish schools, where such practices are also implemented. 
This group served to further reconfirm and promote the importance of such practices.
On this basis, the Basic Education Act was partially revised in 2011, and then put into action. Previously we had discussed two forms of education: regular learning 
assistance and special assistance. 78



Now we move on to three stages of support: general support, intensified support, and special support. Although I have not been clear in my choice of words, special 
support and special education are in fact different concepts. “Special support” as used here is erityistukea in the original Finnish, which translates to “special 
support.” On the other hand, “special education” is エリトゥイネン・オペトス in the original Finnish, which translates to “special education” or special instruction. 
These two terms are thus distinguished in this way. I will do my best to discuss these concepts in an organized manner. 
I think that the easiest way to understand special support and its relationship with special education is to think of it as a stricter and narrower sense of the term 
“special education.” Meanwhile, general support includes the learning support described earlier as well as support via teams, making it a very multilateral type of 
support for children that includes welfare- and wellbeing-related elements as well. This is understood to be a part of the large framework called “special education.”
Meanwhile, the reform largely focused on installing an intermediate stage between general support and special support. Stage-based support was also one of the 
recommendations made by the steering group mentioned earlier. This mechanism serves to newly systematize support for children who are in the general support 
category, but require just a little more support than normal, or who are at a stage wherein they may or may not be moved on to receive special support.
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This chart shows the percentage of students who receive special support. These students received special support in the strict, narrow sense. 
The tendency of this percentage to drop over time is perhaps affected in part by the division of the student population into three groups as 
shown on the previous slide.

I would like to take a moment to describe this data. This data pertains to locations at which students receive special support. The chart 
divides students by learning environment, from children learning entirely in regular classes on down through decreasing percentages of 
participation in regular classes. Of the three categories of support described earlier, “special support” is reserved for the most severe cases, 
students who require a variety of different kinds of support. However, even among students receiving “special support,” around 20% of them 
learn entirely in regular classes.

80



This chart divides students by type of educational curriculum. The regular curriculum is used as a general rule, but a unique syllabus is used 
in some cases. This chart shows the extent that such syllabi are used. 

This chart divides children by their stage of education and gender, this time focusing on the makeup of children receiving intensified support 
and special support, two categories of the three mentioned earlier. Here, it is clear that there are more male children and students than 
female ones. 
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This chart divides children by the type of support received. These categories include part-time special support, supplemental and remedial 
education, and special support including interpreter and translation services. 

However, I think it is difficult to imagine what exactly part-time support entails from a perspective rooted in the Japanese system, so I have 
provided a breakdown of such support here, although the data is a bit old. This data divides students by the type of support received. The 
most common types of trouble are with reading, writing, arithmetic, and math, meaning that this table suggests that learning support is more 
common than other types of support. However, there are of course other types of support, such as support for difficulties with emotions and 
sociability. 
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Next is the second part of my discussion of the changes surrounding inclusive education, this time focusing on fiscal matters. 

I hope to intertwine my discussion of educational finance reform with its relevance to the Japanese system. Educational finance reform in 
Finland has been implemented in a step-by-step manner since the late 2000s. This reform has involved the incorporation of funds for 
compulsory education into the general budget. There was also a debate in Japan over whether to abolish the system wherein the national 
government bears the costs for compulsory education, and indeed I think it may be close to accurate to think of this as the Finnish version of 
the same reforms that were considered in Japan.
Until this point, education funds were handled by summing up the per-student costs of education, adjusting those numbers through various 
weighting mechanisms, and then passing the resulting sum on to local governments with instructions that they allocate the funds to education.
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Here is the old type of system at work. 

However, under the new system, money was allocated to local governments not as education funds but lumped into a general administrative 
services budget together with healthcare funds, social welfare funds, and other types of money. In the pre-reform system, the national 
government subsidized one-third of the budget for compulsory education. However, with this budget incorporated into the general budget, 
the money is now distributed to local governments without specifying that it is to be used for education. 
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This means that it is now left up to the discretion of local governments to determine how much money to allocate to education funds. 
Moreover, there were also changes made to the model used to calculate education funds. 

Under the previous system, a rate was calculated based on the per-student cost, and that rate was then multiplied by the number of students. 
This figure was then modified by various weights. These weights included, for example, language or geographic factors such as whether a 
child lives in a remote area. Finland has two official languages, making it a bilingual country. In localities in which Swedish speakers are 
present above a certain level, various budgetary burdens are placed on the local government, and weights were implemented to address this. 
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Among these weighted factors were some factors relevant to special education. Under the new system, some of these weights were removed. 
It was explained to me that there is some debate over whether the percentage of children requiring special support really changes 
dramatically from region to region, or at least from locality to locality, and hence the removal of these weights was pursued as an effort to 
streamline the system. 

When this issue is viewed from a perspective focused just on special education, there arises the possibility that the removal of these weights 
from budget may be having an impact on budgetary provisions.
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I cannot state anything definitive on that, but it does seem that there are fewer students receiving special support after the fiscal reforms 
were implemented, if the numbers of students before and after the reforms are compared.
However, we cannot simply accept this at face value. For one thing, the systematic reforms to the special education system described earlier 
have had a variety of types of impact. Even taking those things into consideration, I believe it is still possible to point out the possibility that 
the reforms have had an impact on fiscal policy. 
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Another change that has taken place is school reorganization. As Mr. Tapaninen explained, schools in remote areas are rapidly being shut 
down, and indeed schools really are being closed and consolidated.
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This is also a big topic in Japan. If we compare the numbers of basic schools and students over time, the number of schools has been 
dropping faster than the number of students.

Looking at the situation for special schools, the trend is even more striking.
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In reality, the number of schools for all types of educational institutions has dropped over the period from 2004 to 2013, but the rate of 
reduction has been especially large for special schools.

It is not so much that special schools are simply closing, but rather the largest factor at work here has actually been the relocation of special 
schools to special classes within regular basic schools. 
This is not a matter limited to special education alone, but rather involves the entire school system. The closure and integration of schools is 
associated with other phenomena such as urbanization and declining birth rates. Integrated basic schools and basic education were first 
implemented at the end of the 1990s, and in the early stages schools that were in separate buildings were merged together or integrated 
when a new school building was constructed. The realization of this integrated or “unified-type” basic education may also be having an 
impact on this issue. Another factor at play is the desire to streamline maintenance and management costs for facilities located in the harsh 
climate of Finland. Thus, all of these factors have led to schools becoming larger and more multifunctional, and this has created the context 
for the issue at hand. 
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Here are a few of the schools that I have visited. These schools are the product of mergers involving elementary, lower secondary, and 
special schools. During his presentation, Mr. Tapaninen introduced the “school center.” These schools contain such school centers, called 
koulukeskuksen in Finnish.

Finally, I will talk about facilities and equipment for special classes within the context of “reasonable accommodations.” 
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This is a therapy room. There was an introduction previously of the concept of water therapy. Another type of such a room is the sensory 
room. These are examples of rooms that are used to calm down excited children. 

One element that I found to be extremely Finnish in style was this mirror ball. Here in the dark, with a dim light and beautiful illumination, 
children calm back down and regain their composure. 
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This is an example of a school at which an autistic child learns as part of a regular class. I believe that partitioning screens are often used for 
autistic children at other schools, but this school uses thick felt instead. This felt is extremely lightweight and easy to carry, and children will 
not be injured if they accidentally bump into it if it’s left lying in the corner of a hallway. For these reasons, I thought this was a quite good 
idea. 

Here are some facilities and equipment for a special class. 
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These are some items pertaining to physical functioning. This class is for students with severe disabilities.

This is a room for individual or small-class instruction. I mentioned the sensory rooms that are used to help the children regain their 
composure, and rooms like this one are sometimes used for such cases as well.
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Special support instructors and support staff work with extremely small study groups accompanied by a large number of adults. If you visit a 
Finnish school, you will be told, “There are this many adults in this class” and similar. This expression quite matches reality due to the 
presence of assistant teachers, special support teachers, and various other adults who watch over the individual students. The photograph on 
the left shows who is paired up with whom for the day and similar information. 

This is how the day’s activities are displayed. I believe that this schedule is often displayed in a corner of the blackboard. 
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The schedule is also affixed to the tops of students’ desks. Although this one uses Velcro, the order and content can be changed for each day. 
The other item in this photo is a picture book used for communication. 

I learned a lot and was brought to many new realizations while in Finland. Naturally, each and every thing was a discovery to me, but the most shocking 
discovery pertained to the increasingly diversifying and multilayered needs that were faced there. It occurred to me that we too must consider these needs 
in the future. Compared to other European countries, Finland once had relatively few children with international backgrounds, but recently there have 
been increasingly more such children, especially in the urban areas.
For example, the photograph at bottom-left shows flags on display just inside the entrance of the school. According to the teachers, these flags reflect the 
backgrounds of all of the students who attend the school. There are forty flags representing forty countries. I thought that this was amazing, and in fact 
there was a similar flag display in the classroom for students with severe disabilities. This is the level of diversity in the special class alone. I realized that 
because the students have different religions and cultures, this involves not just the accommodations made for special support—this is not just special 
support, but also involves cultural and social elements as well. I realized that because of these factors, the way in which support is provided also changes. 
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After those photographs, I would now like to proceed to my summary and conclusion. Reviewing Finland’s approach to inclusive education, its “schools 
for everyone” are based on a universal “basic school” model called a “comprehensive school.” This “school for everyone” includes a variety of students, 
and this gradually advancing current state of affairs is clear from the numbers, as well.
As for whether this could be said to be true at the class level, and whether there are “classes for everyone,” the truth is more limited at parts. For example, 
in comparison to the so-called developed countries of special education like Sweden and Italy who are also pursuing this sort of inclusive education, the 
state of affairs is more limited.
However, one aspect of Finnish education that I found interesting was that, in the midst of joint cooperative learning, personnel addressed the needs of 
each individual student. I thought that this was a characteristic of Finnish education in general, but it also applies in the same way to special education, as 
well. They take an extremely broad view of special education, implementing it as just one facet of comprehensive support policies for children.

Building off of this, I would like to return to the question of whether Finnish education is “inclusive” or not. 
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In terms of building an inclusive education system, inclusive education in Finland is currently in a developing state, one of many countries 
that are in a developing state in this respect. One of the distinguishing characteristics of Finland is that it does not limit itself only to special 
education, but rather provides comprehensive support including learning support and welfare support that addresses the needs of a diverse 
variety of children. I believe that to be something from which we can learn, or at least to be one interesting aspect of Finland. 

This concludes my report. Thank you.
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Beginning in the year before last, I have participated in a foundational research project on school facilities with an aim toward building 
inclusive education systems. This project is being conducted by the National Institute for Educational Policy Research’s Educational 
Facilities Research Center. Today, I will introduce the outcomes of that research as I explain school-building for inclusive education in 
Japan, as well as the current state thereof and issues therein.

Today I will cover these points in the order shown.

102



First I will discuss education for students with disabilities in Japan, including its current state, issues, characteristics, and other topics. 

This is a conceptual diagram representing special education in Japan. As everyone here knows, the population of children targeted to receive compulsory education is 
experiencing a continual decline overall. However, the number of students in need of special education is increasing considerably. The number of students attending 
special schools has increased by 1.3 times in the last ten years. Similarly, the number of students in special classes has increased by 2.1 times in the last ten years. 
Moreover, although this is also well-known, survey data tells us that 6.5% of total enrolment are students with development disorders, even in regular classes. In special 
classes, there are also individuals to whom Article 22-3 of the Order for Enforcement of the School Education Act applies. These are students with disabilities of a level 
suitable for attendance of a special school, and this survey determined for the first time that there are approximately 17,000 such students in special classes.
Similarly, we have recently learned that enrolled in regular classes are nearly 2,400 students with disabilities of a level suitable for attendance of a special school. In 
other words, students with fairly severe disabilities are learning at so-called regular schools. Whether this is “inclusive education” or not is a valid question, but one can 
understand from this that it is gradually permeating into the system.
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Article 24 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities pertains to education. To summarize, the convention states that 
inclusive education must: provide mechanisms for people with and without disabilities to learn together; provide elementary and secondary 
education opportunities for people with disabilities in the community where they live; and crucially, it must provide reasonable
accommodation as required for each individual.

Although this may be too simple a summary, I think that inclusive education can be defined as mechanisms for people with and without 
disabilities to learn together.
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Next, for my second part, I will first introduce some examples of school-building in other countries before proceeding to a discussion of the 
current state of affairs in Japan.

The Facilities Planning Division of the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology has recognized issues such as these 
in the past, and in 2012 it conducted a survey of countries with advanced experience with inclusive education systems. I had the opportunity 
to visit Finland and Sweden for this survey. Mr. Tapaninen and Ms. Watanabe explained the situation in Finland in great detail, so I will 
focus on examples from Sweden.

105



What follows are examples of school environments in Sweden created for students with disabilities.

This is a schematic diagram of Sweden’s special education system. This summary may be oversimplified, but there are no very major differences with the 
Japanese system. 
First, the base is formed by foundation schools, which are the regular basic schools in Sweden. 98.6% of students attend these schools. There are also special 
foundation schools, which correspond to special classes in Japan. Finally, there are training schools and special schools, which both correspond to special 
schools in Japan. This is the Swedish system.
The schools in the yellow sections of this diagram are the special foundation schools and training schools. These schools are either established in an attached 
manner with foundation schools, or otherwise learning activities are conducted with a certain level of connection to foundation schools. Over 19% of such 
children study together with healthy children at these schools. In other words, Sweden can be understood to be implementing inclusive education through 
mechanisms such as these. 
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My first example from Sweden is a special foundation school attached to a foundation school. In Japanese terms, this is equivalent to a 
special class established within a so-called regular school. In other words, this can be understood as a special foundation school established 
in a section of a foundation school.

These are the environmental conditions of classrooms in special foundations schools.
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This is a special foundation school established within a relatively calm section of a foundation school. Its placement facilitates easy 
interaction with regular classes and facilities. There are also after-school clubs set up for students with disabilities.
In places like this, children from the foundation school and the special foundation school can interact in a variety of senses. Students also 
visit the foundation school from the special school on a daily basis. 
I have studied Japanese special classes in some depth. In Japan, as well, students who learn in and belong to special classes also belong to 
“mixed classes,” which are regular classes of the same grade level. In these mixed classes, students study some or even many of their 
subjects, while only in cases that rise to the level of “special education” are subjects studied in special classes. This is universal in Japan. In 
this way, it is my understanding that Japan is already pursuing inclusive education to a certain extent. 

This is an example of a training school established in a portion of the wide grounds of a foundation school. To translate this into a Japanese 
context, it can be understood as a special school established on the grounds of a regular school.
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This is a learning environment for students with relatively severe disabilities. My personal impression is that Japanese special schools are 
designed with a fair amount of thought in a variety of senses, so I do not think that the learning environment at Swedish schools is 
extremely advanced relative to Japanese special schools. By my understanding, the environments are extremely similar.
There are a variety of environments, scrupulously and meticulously customized for the disabilities of each individual child. However, this 
site is distinguished by the placement of the school on a section of the campus of a foundation school. Thus, for example, students with all 
manner of disabilities can interact with regular students on the campus during breaks and other such opportunities. Moreover, it is possible 
to visit the regular school building from the training school and vice-versa.

This slide is a summary of other surveys conducted in Finland and Sweden. I do not think there is a large difference between Japanese 
special education and the way in which education is provided for students with special education needs in Finland and Sweden.
In my opinion, because there was too much emphasis placed on providing education for all children in the same equal environment in the 
1990s in Sweden, I think this resulted in a bit of confusion. There was a somewhat similar situation in Japan, as well. However, in the 2000s 
there was a shift in thinking to trying to determine what education environments, methods, and curricula are really needed for children with 
disabilities, and applying educational content, methods, and environments suited to or the type and extent of each child’s disability.
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Let’s return to Japan. I will explain once again the current state of the Japanese exclusive education system and facilities.

This is the same diagram as shown earlier. There are several cases of students to whom Article 22-3 of the Order for Enforcement of the 
School Education Act applies—in other words, children with disabilities sufficient for enrolment in a special school—who live and learn at 
regular elementary and junior high schools. I want to point out once again that such cases are increasingly common. 
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These are the trends in recent years pertaining to school facilities for the education of children with disabilities. I will look at the general 
trends only. In 2007, Japan became a signatory to the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. In 2012, the Central Council 
for Education’s Subdivision on Elementary and Secondary Education issued a report entitled “Promotion of special support aimed at 
forming an inclusive education system for building a convivial society.” In June 2013, the Act on the Elimination of Discrimination against 
Persons with Disabilities was established. What is important here is that it will begin to be enforced this April, just around the corner.
Following this, in September 2013, the Ordinance for Enforcement of the School Education Act was partially revised. This revision focused 
primarily on the attendance system, and I will explain this in more detail later. 

Here is another slide I showed earlier. It is stipulated that inclusive education must provide mechanisms for people with and without 
disabilities to learn together; provide elementary and secondary education opportunities for people with disabilities in the community where 
they live; and crucially, it must provide reasonable accommodation as required for each individual.
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I am still uncertain about the term “reasonable accommodation” and the idea of basic environmental improvements, but in 2012 the aforementioned Central Council for 
Education’s Subdivision on Elementary and Secondary Education, the following concepts were introduced. “Reasonable accommodation” is defined as something that is 
individually necessary for the school education of children with disabilities but does not impose a disproportionate or excessive burden on the school or establishing party. 
For basic environmental improvements—whether improvements of regular elementary or junior high schools, whether for newly built structures, or renovations, or 
deterioration-focused repairs, or building life-prolonging repairs, or any other school construction work—the concepts of barrier-free design and universal design are 
fundamentally important.
These concepts are important not only because they give children with disabilities the potential to learn, but also because a school is fundamentally desired to be a place at 
which the elderly, infants, and a wide range of other local residents and community members can also engage in lifelong learning and further education. Moreover, in disaster 
situations, schools also fulfill an extremely important role as community shelters, as goes without saying from examples such as the Great East Japan Earthquake. From this, 
we see that the ideas of barrier-free design and universal design are extremely important in school architecture especially.
Hence what I would like to say here is that, as the level of that basic environment increases, we are able to improve the environment substantially for children with all different 
kinds of disabilities, naturally and through small reasonable accommodations.

This is a conceptual diagram displaying the relationship between reasonable accommodation and basic environmental improvement. This 
diagram is used in a relatively wide variety of reports, so I have decided to use it here. What should be understood from this is that basic 
environmental improvements are made for the purpose of handling a variety of disabilities, whereas what is called “reasonable
accommodation” is environmental design customized for the individual needs of individuals A, B, and C whose needs are not addressed by 
basic environmental improvements.
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Next, I discuss the Act on the Elimination of Discrimination against Persons with Disabilities, which was signed into law in 2013. This is a 
conceptual diagram for that law. What I would like to emphasize is that this law will begin to be enforced in April of this year, so we are in 
urgent circumstances. Moreover, the non-provision of reasonable accommodation is prohibited under this law. Put in another way, it is now 
obligatory to provide reasonable accommodation. This is what I would like everyone to learn from this. 

Here are the main points of the Act on the Elimination of Discrimination against Persons with Disabilities. I will repeat: under this law, 
unjust discrimination is prohibited, there is a legal obligation to provide reasonable accommodation, and national administrative organs and 
independent administrative agencies must establish “Response Guidelines”. Local public organizations are legally obligated to make an 
effort regarding the formulation of such guidelines.
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This next slide discusses the 2013 partial revisions made to the Ordinance for Enforcement of the School Education Act. This was a revision 
of the mechanisms for determining which schools children with disabilities attend. For individual students, municipal boards of education 
determine which schools a student with a disability will attend after a comprehensive determination based on the status of their disability (or 
disabilities).

Please examine this flowchart on school attendance determinations. From an early stage, perhaps from infancy, the student themselves and their parents and 
guardians should be provided with sufficient relevant information. A comprehensive determination regarding the school to be attended shall ultimately be made 
by the municipal board of education. This is an important point. Respecting the opinions and intentions of the individual themselves and their parents to the 
greatest extent possible, working to build consensus, the municipality shall make the final determination regarding the school to be attended. This means that also 
in the case of children with disabilities of a level sufficient for attendance of a special school, the final determination regarding whether the student will gradually 
begin to study in a special class at a regular school or in a regular class shall be made in accordance with the individual’s desire and the final determination of the 
municipal board of education.
Article 22-3 of the Order for Enforcement of the School Education Act, which is mentioned frequently here, established a requirement for the attendance of 
special schools and furthermore serves as an evaluation criterion by which the comprehensive determination is made. 
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Next, I will provide four specific examples of reasonable accommodations taken from field surveys conducted as part of our research at the National Institute for Educational Policy 
Research’s Educational Facilities Research Center. Here, for the purposes of this seminar, I will limit my description to the facilities and equipment themselves. 
My first example involves a physically disabled child who is a first-year elementary school student attending a special class at a regular school. The box at the top notes that the 
child is “applicable,” which means that he is considered disabled under Article 22-3 of the Order for Enforcement of the School Education Act. In other words, this is an example of 
a child—who is a first-year elementary school student with a disability sufficient for attendance of a special school—and this child attends special classes for their everyday school 
life.
The blue text on this slide indicates basic environment improvements. Meanwhile, the red text indicates reasonable accommodations made for this student. To repeat, this student 
has a physical disability sufficient for attendance of a special school. For example, in terms of basic environment improvements, there is a slope in place at entrances that can be 
approached via wheelchair, and there is an elevator next to the classroom where the student studies. 
The reasonable accommodations made include, for example, specialization and customization that enable the student to study in a wheelchair, and the placement of the special class 
and mixed class next to one another so that students with disabilities can interact and learn together with so-called regular students. In other words, the placement of this special 
class right next to a class with which it will interact is what is called a reasonable accommodation. Other reasonable accommodations include toilets suited for the student’s 
disabilities, creative flushing solutions, and so on. 

Here is a second example, in which an intellectually impaired second-year elementary school student is enrolled in a special class. As touched on earlier, 
although a student may be enrolled in a special class, it is relatively common in Japan for that student to nonetheless study some or many subjects in a regular 
class of the same grade level. Therefore, so-called basic environment improvements are made in the sense that, for example, special classes are placed next to 
classes with which they can interact, enabling easy movement between classes and further encouraging joint learning. Additionally, in this example, in the event 
that the intellectually and emotionally impaired child cannot settle down and learn together with other students, a multipurpose space is prepared for the child 
nearby where individual instruction and educational counselling can be provided. As a reasonable accommodation, whiteboards and magnet sheets listing the 
day’s plans are placed in classrooms to help students who become uneasy when unable to foresee the day’s activities.
Finally, this is the interior of the special class in which students study. The students’ stationery and writing utensils are stored in colored boxes. These also serve 
as partitions that set aside calm, half-secluded places for students to study. Architecturally, spaces are structured in this example as in the cases described by Ms. 
Watanabe, in which the spaces are surrounded by felt and other such means are taken to help calm down children with autistic tendencies.115



Now on to my third example. This case involves a second-year elementary school student with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) who is 
enrolled in a regular class. This diagram shows the placement of classrooms for first-year students, second-year students, and third-year students. The 
relevant student spent his first year in a regular class, but a special classroom for ADHD education was established next to the regular class. When the 
student advanced to his second year, he belonged to a regular second-year class, and the special class he also attended was located directly above that 
classroom. In his third year, this sort of instruction had contributed considerably to the student’s education and he had become able to behave in a calm, 
composed way. Thus, he ceased to receive special education and continued to attend regular classes. This constitutes so-called “reasonable 
accommodation.” In order words, children’s disabilities, like adult disabilities, are not the same every year, but rather they can improve if the children 
receive education and care. Such children must be watched over a long span of time, and it may be important to change environmental conditions for the 
child in the course of that long span of time.

Now for my fourth example. In this example, a first-year elementary school student with a physical disability sufficient for attendance of a special school was enrolled in a 
special class. This student has difficulty with movement due to short arms and legs, short stature, and bow-leggedness. 
The school here is a small school with two classes per grade.
In his first year at the school, the special class in which the student was enrolled was located on the first floor of the school building, with a first-year class right next door 
with which the student could interact. When he advanced to his second year, his special class remained on the first floor, and the placement of grades was changed such 
that the second-year class with which he would interact was placed right next door again. When he advanced to his third year, the special class was placed on the second 
floor of the building, and both third-year classes with which he would interact were placed next door again. These were the reasonable accommodations made for this 
child. Other examples include the easy-to-use restroom that was initially on the first floor and then moved to the second floor for his third year, as well as the sink area 
used by this child, which was modified for his use on the first floor during his first two years, then modified for his use on the second floor in his third year.
Our research has involved our visiting a variety of schools in a national survey and accumulating many examples of this nature. In the future, we plan to organize this 
information into a database and release it to the public. 116



As this diagram shows, the provision of reasonable accommodations is determined based on the individual disabilities and needs of each 
individual. 

Reasonable accommodations are not limited to facilities and equipment. Such accommodations also include the content of education
provided to students and the personal or human environment provided, beginning with support teachers. Accommodations should be 
comprehensive in nature and conducted in a comprehensive, multilateral way. However, today we will limit our discussion to facilities and 
equipment, so please understand this moving forward. 
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Next I will introduce what I think is a rather advanced case study even in Japan. In this example, a regular elementary school and a special 
school have been built together in an integrated manner. 

When I was discussing Sweden earlier, I gave an example of a training school located on a portion of the grounds of a foundation school. This example I will provide now is a case in which 
an elementary school and special school are built in an integrated manner in the city of Tokamachi in Niigata Prefecture.
I participated in the process of building this school for an extremely long period of time, serving as a consultant supervisor for its preliminary and actual designs. The building was completed 
in 2013, but the campaign behind its construction dates back to 1992, 20 years before its completion. Local residents and the PTA took the lead in a persistent campaign involving school 
teaching staff and the broad of education, the campaign eventually bearing fruit in this project to build this school that integrates a special school and elementary school into one.
This process experienced significant impact from, for example, the 2002 establishment of a prefectural school for the handicapped as a branch school on a portion of the campus of the 
municipality-established Tokamachi Elementary School. As a result, in the course of this long campaign, the idea that children with and without disabilities should be educated at the same 
school penetrated well into the thought process of the committee in charge of school construction, and they began to appeal very strongly to the municipal and prefectural boards of education. 
After such persistent negotiations, this school was finally realized.
Recently, a graduate student at my laboratory suggested volunteering to work with local residents to create designs in a workshop-style format, and since then the entire laboratory has 
provided support to that end. 118



This integrated school offers four functions: an elementary school, a special school, a development support center, and an after-school care 
center.

This is the floor plan for the school’s first floor. On this map, up is the southern direction and down is north. The elementary school is 
located on left side of the school with two classes per grade. On the right side of the school are the special school, the development support 
center, and the after-school care center.
Both students of the special school and the elementary school share the same entrance to the building. Heading left from the entrance takes 
you to the elementary school, while heading right takes you to the special school. We insisted that the school be designed such that students 
would use the same entrance.
Between the two areas is a “Fureai Plaza,” or interaction plaza. Here, elementary school students and special school students interact with 
one another in a variety of ways.
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This is a floor plan of the school’s second floor. The second floor contains classrooms for the higher elementary school grade levels, special 
classrooms, and a barrier-free pool installed on the rooftop that is usable by both students of the special school and the elementary school.

This slide summarizes the history that led to the construction of this school at which support can be provided seamlessly for both children 
with and without disabilities, containing as it does a development support center, special classrooms, and a special school. 
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On the school rooftop is a barrier-free pool usable by both students with and without disabilities. Moreover, although it goes without saying 
for a school like this, it also features adequate basic environmental improvements, such as mandatory thorough barrier-free design and 
universal design. 

Here is a combined floor plan of the entire building. To repeat, this is the elementary school section, while the other section contains the 
special school, development support center, and student clubs. 

121



These images show the elementary school section of the building. This section is an open environment centered around an open space that 
enables the flexible variation of study groupings and styles. This area of Japan is home to a local industry focused on traditional Japanese 
textiles, and hence there is also a room at the school for studying traditional Japanese culture. 

Here are the school’s pool and solar panels. 
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This is the Fureai Plaza, a multipurpose hall established between the two schools in the building. It has floor heating installed and is used as
a space for both schools to interact in a variety of ways. In practice, it is also used for a variety of events and activities.

This is the special school zone of the building. Class sizes are small at the special school, but in some years a particular grade may have a particularly 
large or small number of students, and hence the makeup and organization of study groups and classes may change dramatically. With that in mind, we 
proposed a design that is as flexible as possible and can be partitioned for use as necessary. 
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These are the school’s playroom and after-school club spaces. Examples such as these will likely become gradually more common in Japan 
over time. Although it may be difficult to make all spaces like this, I have worked with local community members for an extended period of 
time, and I personally feel that “inclusive” thinking in a basic sense, i.e. the idea that children with and without disabilities should learn 
together in an integrated environment, has taken root among regular community residents. 

In summary, the research conducted by the National Institute for Educational Policy Research’s Educational Facilities Research Center is 
scheduled to have its findings collected in a report in March of this year. This report has largely taken shape already, and thus I would like to 
introduce a few points, scheduled for inclusion in the report, concerning the construction of school facilities for inclusive education.
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Needless to say, building an inclusive educational environment ought to be achieved through a synthesis of factors including educational 
methodology, educational content, support systems including the personal or human, community understanding as a whole, and finally 
facilities and equipment. Here, however, for the most part, I will limit my commentary to the main points pertaining to facilities and 
equipment. 

I will comment on these eight points in the order listed here. 
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First is consensus-building among the people involved in the matter. In the preceding discussion, I have discussed this process that begins 
with providing the individual and their parents or guardians with sufficient information, then forming a consensus while paying as much 
respect as possible to the opinions of the individual and their parents or guardians, and finally arriving at a comprehensive determination as 
made by the board of education. Therefore, it is of course also important for reasonable accommodations pertaining to facilities and 
equipment to be taken through meticulous consensus-building among the people involved in the matter. 

Next, it is stipulated that reasonable accommodations provided should be balanced in nature. Local governments and schools are required to 
make comprehensive determinations that consider financial and organizational aspects of matters, including human or personal support 
measures. 
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Next, as discussed in the previous examples, accommodations will not necessarily remain unchanged forever once they are made.
Reasonable accommodations are not single-year temporary measures, but rather the accommodations that are needed change over time, and 
hence medium- and long-term planning is necessary.

As stated earlier, it is extremely and fundamentally important that school facilities adopt universal design and barrier-free design, so that 
they not only are capable of handling children with disabilities but also serve more broadly as places for lifelong learning for local 
community members. 

127



Reasonable accommodations obviously differ completely depending on the nature and extent of students’ disabilities. They must be
implemented as appropriate for and with sufficient consideration paid to such individual special characteristics. 

Children with disabilities are vulnerable to disaster and evacuation situations. Needless to say, sufficient consideration is needed in 
establishing evacuation routes as well as facilities and equipment for evacuation purposes. 

128



To repeat, inclusive education aims to have students with and without disabilities living and studying in the same integrated environment, to 
the greatest extent possible. For that reason, it is extremely important that thoughtful measures be taken such as classrooms placement that 
enables such students to learn together.

Finally, as explained in the earlier discussion of the elementary school in Tokamachi, it is possible that there will be increasingly more cases 
in which regular elementary schools are established together with special schools in an integrated manner, or special schools are established 
on the campus of a regular school. Additionally, as described on previous slides, it is also likely that we will increasingly see special classes 
established in regular schools or, in some cases, students travel from regular schools to special schools for interaction and exchange. Such 
interaction and cooperation are also important.
In this respect, I personally do not believe there is any major difference between the examples from Sweden I supplied and the current state 
of affairs in Japan. 
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Thank you for your attention.
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Ⅲ.  Closing address
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Thanks to so many of you for participating in today’s Seminar on Educational Facilities 

Research and for staying so many hours to listen until the very end. 

From Mr. Reino Tapaninen we heard about Finland’s inclusive school architecture, regarding 

which he provided distinctive and unique examples of initiatives placed within a policy context. I 

believe that the concepts and designs in these examples are rich in their implications for our own 

school facilities planning here in Japan. 

From Ms. Watanabe, we heard about Finland’s inclusive education system, following its 

changes throughout history with a focus on institutional reforms and financial systems. This 

provided valuable perspective in thinking about the “soft” or more abstract side of the issue that is 

prerequisite to building the “hard” physical facilities. 

 Finally,  from Mr. Ueno, a  man who has designed  a  great  many school facilities, we heard 

about approaches toward creating inclusive school facilities and related topics. In his lecture, he 

drew on specific precedents, including cases in which elementary schools and special education 

schools have been integrated with one another.  

As Mr. Ueno also mentioned in his lecture, the National Institute is currently pursuing research 

on inclusive education and school facilities, and we plan to compile our results by April of this year. 

I hope that this, in addition to today’s lecture, will prove to be a valuable resource for school facility 

construction in the future. 

In closing, I would like to extend our deepest thanks to Mr. Reino Tapaninen, Ms. Watanabe, 

and Mr. Ueno for their participation. This concludes the seminar. Thank you. 
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