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Form, methods and contents of workplace learning in Japan

The article devoted to the characteristic features of the professional training in Japan. The ways of providing courses and quality of corporate training in accordance with the needs of a company are discussed. Special attention is paid to the forms, methods and contents of workplace learning as an effective means of lifelong education realization.   

The whole issue of workplace learning has gained growing prominence in recent years. Workplace learning has become increasingly important during the past decade as an effective means of developing workforce knowledge and skills. Over recent years, the use of the workplace as a location for learning has been transformed under the influence of a number of factors. Among them are: international competition; the consequent competition on the world market; the impact of new technology on productivity; and the growing use of work-design concepts and high performance work practices that are changing the ways in which work is organized.

Having analyzed the documents devoted to the workplace training in Japanese companies we came to the conclusion, that the main attention of corporate training has shifted from the training of narrow technical skills to the training of workers with diversified skills including such competencies as leadership, ability to work in a team, innovative activity. That is why, the methods of corporate training have gone beyond traditional, become diversified according to the age, positions and workers’ experience. And, respectively, the contents of education depend on forms and aims of training, workers’ positions, and spheres of professional activity.

Main forms of corporate training in Japanese companies are formal (off-the-job) and informal (on-the-job) training. In 2001 64.9% of firms offered formal training for their regular workers [6, с. 250]. Average quantity of training hours is 32 per a course [5, с. 252]. Training may be provided either at corporate educational center (the main purpose of training – development of special professional skills (49%) and basic skills (42%) [5, с. 252]) or with the help of outside providers of training. 

On-the-Job training (OJT) and Off-the-Job training (Off-JT) are both methods of human resources development, and according to the “FY2006 Basic Survey of Skills Development” by the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, in the one-year period of FY2005, 53.9% of all offices implemented systematic OJT for regular workers (the figure for non-regular workers was 32.2%), and 72.2% of all offices implemented Off-JT for regular workers (37.9% for non-regular workers). In addition, 75.3% of companies gave priority (or leaned towards giving priority) to OJT over Off-JT, considerably more than the 22.9% of companies that gave priority to Off-JT (or leaned towards prioritizing Off-JT). In response to the question concerning which method of training they would prioritize in the future, 65.8% of companies indicated that OJT would be their favored method [3, с. 14].
The general areas for training were given as training according to position in company; training by occupational classification, including management, technology and sales; and training by issue or subject. According to the above-mentioned survey, the most popular type was training by occupational classification (35.2%), followed by training by issue or subject (22.3%), training according to position (15.8%), and other types of education/training (12.6%). As for Off-JT conducted in-house, the percentages were as follows: training according to position (36.3%); training by occupational classification (35.9%); training by subject or issue (32.3%); and others (14.0%). Figures in terms of the education and training implementing body for regular workers are as follows: training provided by public service corporation or other industry organization (23.1%); private-sector education and training organization (32.4%); in-house training (66.5%); and employers’ association (9.5%). In contrast, the breakdown for non-regular workers is as follows: in-house training (76.5%); private-sector education and training organization (10.1%); employers’ association (4.6%); and public service corporations or other industry organization (9.9%). The analyzed work confirms the fact of existing difference between training regular and non-regular workers, and according to many works, overall the percentage of companies implementing Off-JT for non-regular employees was low at 37.9%) [3, с. 14]. 

Most courses of formal training at the corporate educational center were concentrated on training according to workers’ position in the company (36,3%), development of professional activity skills (35.9%), and subject training. As for formal training for regular workers offered by outside providers, more often courses were directed to the development professional skills (35.2%), subject training (22.3%), training according to the position in the company (15.8%) and others [3, с. 14].

According to the “FY2001 Basic Survey of Skills Development” by the Ministry of health, labor and welfare, 22.9% of companies included an organization specialized in education/training “within the company/subsidiary company/affiliated company”. Nearly 64.9% of the companies implemented off-the-job training for permanent employees. Training matter included “functional training” 65.9%, “stratified training” 60.9%, “training for acquisition of qualifications” 58.2% and “purpose/task – based training” 52.7%. In all categories, training was conducted by the education department of the head office. This trend was particularly conspicuous in “stratified training”, while “language training” and “functional training” were left to a line department or a place of business. At the individual level, 35.4% of workers in 2001 received off-the-job training. With regard to the percentage of course participation, “functional training” was the highest with 41.2%, followed by “purpose/task – based training” 34.2%, “training for qualification acquisition” 28.6%, “stratified training” 21.3% and training related to computer 19.6% [6, с. 251].

As reported in many documents, the fundamental way of offering in-house job training in Japanese companies is on-the-job. In Japan jobs are so designed that employees may develop and nurture their own skills through their daily routine jobs. Managers are on the constant watch for his employees to see how well they are developing their skills, giving advice and discussing with them how to better do their jobs. OJT is essentially targeted for newly hired employees, and 51.8% of companies pick an instructor from among senior employees for each newly hired employee and let the former look after the latter until they have acquired basic skills. The newly hired employees are considered non-active members for a period of from one week to several months as they undergo on-site training as non-staffers. While on probation, they rotate through several workplaces - factories and offices - to get a whole picture of the company [4].
At the same time, half or more of the corporations adopted such methods as lectures, discussions, case studies, role-playing, study tours to train and educate employees. More precisely, they offered lectures and discussions to division managers, lectures and discussions as well as case studies to section heads and chiefs, lectures and discussions to other employees and lectures and discussions, role-playing and OJT to new recruits. On the whole, companies go all out to train and educate new recruits and adopt a variety of approaches toward this end. Over 30 % utilize audio-visual aids and management games. To make up for the shortage of training and development staffers, a cross-training system is adopted in in-house off-the-job training. The employee acts as a lecturer to instruct other employees. Top management themselves provide training to division managers, while division managers to section heads or below [4].

As for off-the-job training, 80% courses are offered by providers in the form of seminars, 20% - correspondence courses [13, c. 4]. Short –term courses usually provided irregularly on demand. The target group of seminars is office workers of small and medium enterprises aged 30 – 40, and newly hired workers. Lectures and seminars are attended mostly by regular workers of small and medium firms, their contents consider interests of every professional group and include such spheres as technical training, personal management, corporate relationship etc [2, p. 142]. For a worker, who are not involved in technical sphere, seminars are offered to teach special manager skills etc. Seminars on business law, tax system, accounting, are also very popular. They inform workers about new products, manufacturing technology and others [1, p. 14]. 

As we consider the position of different types of providers, we can make a conclusion that public interest corporations and private firms are in providing workshops and seminars for all employees in the position between new recruits and chief clerks and supervisors with a particular focus on mid-level employees of small and medium – sized firms. Vocational training corporations and employees’ associations focus also on mid level employees of small- and medium-sized firms, but widened their target to self-employed people and freelance professionals. At graduate school courses for working people are mainly intended for people in their 30s and 40s and for office workers of private firms, civil servants, and association staff members. The main targets are employees in upper position of the job hierarchy (mid-level employees, chief clerks, supervisors) [5, p. 13]. 

The short-term seminars held on ad-hoc basis take various forms and cover various subjects. For non-technical workers, seminars may be held to instruct a particular managerial technique or sales techniques, knowledge related to business law. Tax or accounting are other popular subjects. For technical workers, seminars may be given on new products or production techniques. The duration and the degree of formal recognition by the firms of this type of training vary substantially [1, p. 14]. 

In some large manufacturing companies, this type of training is extended within the firm to cover advanced knowledge and organized systematically. For example, a leading steel manufacturer held “Applied technologies course” for graduate engineers. The course comprised 28 short-period seminars, and each seminar took three to fourteen days enrolling ten to sixty people at one time. The subjects of the seminars included: “Economics of technology”, “History of engineering – the case of foundry”, “Measurement and control”, “Dynamics of manufacturing process”, and “Application of numeric control”. The seminars were taught by specialists from inside as well as outside the company [1, p. 15].

In some cases, the content of in-house training can be the state-of-the-art technology. A manufacture of electronic and communication devices held a Saturday courses for six months. They were: “Digital technology”, “Analogue circuit”, “Communication technology”, and “Material, solid state and analysis”. 

Application exceeded the class capacity of thirty to fifty persons by two or three times. Another example is “Engineering workshop” at a manufacturer of heavy electronic devices. Every year about twenty students are selected among graduate engineers at around age 30. Lectures are given by about one-hundred leading experts in the company. Intensive seminars, each lasting six days, are held once a month for twelve months. This workshop is regarded as the strategic means to create future competitive edge in technology [1, p. 16]. 

Since office workers in small- and medium –sized firms are among the different types of employees, the principal part of workshops and seminars is in the fact that, education and training providers offer a variety of courses tailored to different stages of careers of office workers in small- and medium-sized firms, and market for this purpose has come to be established [5, p. 6]. Important fact is that different providers offer courses for different types of participants, main difference in content of training is observed according to the employee’s position in organizational hierarchy. The quantity of hours for workshop and seminars are mostly under 70 in length and priced at less than 80.000 yen [5, p. 14].

So, unlike European practice of in-house training, which is considered additional education and does not need acquiring certificate, Japanese workplace training is quite independent form of learning and function according to the demands of companies. Such a practice creates the best balance between content of education, length of courses and their quality, economically effective. The content of formal and informal training is flexible, result- and market-oriented. 
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