
 

 

DISCIPLINE AS A CHOICE, RATHER THAN AN OBLIGATION 

 

Abstract 

Japanese schools are widely regarded as models of discipline, yet this discipline could often be 

misunderstood as obedience enforced through strict rules or punishment. This article examines 

how discipline in Japanese education is cultivated through a holistic, system-driven approach 

rather than coercion. Drawing on practices such as moral education (dotoku), shared 

responsibilities (Toban Katsudo), group accountability, emotional regulation, fixed routines, and 

cultural learning, the article highlights how self-discipline is internalized from an early age. By 

prioritizing character development, social responsibility, and life skills before academic 

competition, Japanese schools create environments where appropriate behavior becomes a social 

norm. The article also explores the benefits of this model, and the extent to which elements of it 

can be adapted by other education systems. Ultimately, it argues that discipline emerges effectively 

when education focuses on shaping well-rounded human beings. 

Introduction 

When people talk about disciplined children, Japanese schools are often held up as the gold 

standard. From cleaning classrooms to scrubbing toilet floor- everything is done by the students in 

Japan. While this may sound unfamiliar to many, it’s a familiar occurrence in Japan. Students clean 

their own classrooms, follow routines with near-military consistency, and rarely cause disruptions 

that would be considered normal elsewhere. 

Often, this leads many outsiders to assume that Japanese children are simply ‘naturally obedient’ 

or that schools rely on strict punishment. Neither is true. Discipline in Japanese schools is the result 

of a deliberate system of shared responsibilities, known as Toban Katsudo, which embeds self-

regulation into everyday school life until it becomes second nature rather than enforced behavior. 

Discipline in Japan, is a deliberate outcome of an education system designed to shape behavior, 

emotions, and social awareness long before academic competition becomes intense. Japanese 

schools operate on a foundational belief that children must learn how to live well with others before 

they are evaluated on how well they perform individually. This philosophy shifts discipline from 

being enforced to being internalized. 

 

How Japanese Schools Imbibe Discipline  

1. Moral Education as a Formal Foundation 

Unlike many countries where values are assumed to be taught at home, Japanese schools formally 

teach morality through dotoku (moral education). This includes respect, honesty, empathy, 

patience, responsibility, and self-control. These are discussed using real-life scenarios, stories, and 



 

 

reflection exercises. Students are encouraged to think about how their actions affect others and the 

community. 

The key difference is that morality is treated as a trainable skill, not as a character trait children 

either have or lack. Children know what is considered appropriate because it’s reinforced 

consistently. 

2. Group Orientation and Social Accountability 

Japanese classrooms are fundamentally group-centered where students learn, eat, clean, and often 

succeed together. Teamwork and cooperation are emphasized over individual competition, 

especially in the early years. Helping classmates is encouraged, and collective responsibility (or 

Rentai Sekinin) is normalized. This creates social accountability. 

When a child misbehaves or neglects their duty, it embarrasses the group, not just itself. Over time, 

students internalize the idea that personal behavior has collective consequences. 

3. Emotional Control and Self-Regulation 

Emotional discipline is a major but often overlooked pillar in schools. Japanese schools 

acknowledge children’s emotions and the cultural emphasis on ‘gambaru’- persisting through 

difficulty, teaches children that discomfort and struggle are normal parts of life.  

Emotional outbursts are corrected quietly and consistently. This fosters resilience and self-

regulation, reducing impulsive behavior and dependence on external discipline. 

4. Fixed Routine 

Daily life in Japanese schools follows strict but predictable routines. Arrival procedures, greetings, 

lessons, lunch, cleaning, and extracurricular activities occur at set times with minimal variation. 

This predictability reduces uncertainty and decision fatigue, two major drivers of misbehavior. 

When expectations are clear and consistent, discipline becomes automatic. Children are not 

constantly negotiating boundaries or testing limits; the environment itself supports self-control. 

5. Life Skills Embedded in Daily Practice 

Students are expected to manage their own belongings, serve meals, maintain shared spaces, and 

fulfill rotating responsibilities. If students fail to do them, the system breaks down. This creates 

real-world consequences for neglect. Responsibility is experienced directly, not explained 

theoretically. This is one of the most effective ways discipline becomes internalized rather than 

imposed.  

6. Cultural and Nature-Based Learning  

Japanese education integrates cultural traditions, festivals, volunteering and seasonal activities into 

the curriculum. These practices teach patience, focus, respect for history, and awareness of cycles 



 

 

beyond the self. Nature observation and gardening encourage attentiveness and restraint. 

Discipline here is framed as harmony with peers, environment and overall society. 

 

Perks of This System 

1. High self-discipline 

The most obvious benefit is self-discipline without coercion. Japanese classrooms are 

orderly because students regulate themselves. This frees teachers to focus on teaching 

rather than constant behavior management. 

2. Strong Emotional Resilience 

Students develop strong emotional resilience. They are more patient and better equipped 

to handle frustration and failure. Since academic pressure is delayed, children build 

behavioral and emotional foundations before facing high-stakes competition. 

3. Holistic Assessment  

The Japanese system values character, efforts, social skills alongside academics. The first 

three years of school are said to be spent building character and fostering moral values. 

That’s why there’re no exams given to children until Grade 4. 

4. Social Competence 

Students learn cooperation, accountability, and respect with everyday habits. This 

translates into orderly public spaces and strong civic behavior later in life. Children are 

trusted early and expected to carry out their personal and collective responsibilities 

accordingly. This confidence-building approach also reduces helplessness and entitlement. 

 

Are Global Countries Ready to Adapt This Model? 

There’s multiplicity of cultures around the world and most countries are not fully ready to adopt 

this system wholly. The modern education has popularized rat-race instead of promoting value 

education, fostering mutual respect, social responsibility which go beyond task managing skills in 

a societal setting. Japanese discipline relies heavily on cultural alignment. Social shame, group 

harmony, and conformity carry real weight in Japan.  

Similar to Japan’s holistic education system has been our Gurukul system and one of the core 

features of the Gurukul system was its emphasis on holistic development- mental, physical, 

emotional and spiritual. Apart from various disciplinary studies, students were also trained in yoga 

and meditation for physical as well as mental well-being.1 
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Many education systems are built around performance metrics and parental expectations of early 

academic achievement.2 Countries can integrate clearer routines, real responsibility, emotional 

regulation training, and reduced reward-punishment dependence. Shifting focus to moral 

education and life skills can change the structural gaps present in contemporary education system. 

 

Why This Model Is Still Ideal to Learn From  

The Japanese education model offers a crucial insight: Discipline is a systemic problem. Children 

misbehave less when environments remove ambiguity, demand responsibility, and normalize self-

control. This approach is especially relevant today, as students in many systems struggle with 

attention issues, emotional dysregulation, entitlement, and burnout. Teaching children how to 

function socially and emotionally before pushing performance metrics would help loads. 

The model also exposes a flaw in reward-heavy systems. When children are constantly 

incentivized for basic behavior, discipline collapses in times when rewards disappear. Good 

behavior should be treated as something which is expected of us, not something exceptional. 

 

Discipline as a Byproduct of Being Human  

Japanese schools raise disciplined children by designing environments where discipline is 

unavoidable and natural instead of being stricter, harsher on them. By reducing dependence on 

reward-based incentives, the system encourages children to view good behaviour as a social norm 

rather than something performed for rewards, promoting internal discipline. By teaching moral 

reasoning, emotional control, cooperation & responsibility, and cultural awareness early, they 

create students who can regulate themselves without constant supervision. 

 

                                            
2 Ibid. 


