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Abstract:
This study examines career guidance practices in elite Japanese high schools, referred to as Shingakukou. Japanese high schools are structured within a hierarchical system, at the top of which are schools that enroll many students aiming for admission to prestigious universities. These schools are commonly called Shingakukou. In Japan, career guidance is typically not conducted by professional counselors but by teachers, who take primary responsibility for advising students on their post-secondary pathways. Previous research has shown that teachers in Shingakukou tend to prioritize sending students to university groups recommended by the school rather than encouraging them to reflect on their prospective academic majors or long-term career aspirations (Seko, 2026). More specifically, teachers often guide students in ways that align with numerical targets shared across the school organization, such as the number of students admitted to particular universities. These targets, hereafter referred to as “achievement targets,” function as central organizational goals, and teachers may engage in practices that effectively shape or control students’ educational aspirations to achieve them (Asahina, 2025).
However, guidance practices oriented toward achieving such organizational targets give rise to two major concerns. First, they may cause students to lose sight of the intrinsic value of university learning, as institutional prestige is prioritized over intellectual engagement. Second, when the attainment of achievement targets becomes an end, teachers—who serve as primary advisors to students—may inadvertently undermine students’ autonomy in decision-making. Despite these concerns, previous studies have paid little attention to the diversity of achievement targets across schools, nor have they sufficiently explained why teachers accept and reproduce such organizational goals.
In response to these gaps, this study aims to develop two hypotheses through a literature review. The first concerns the organizational structures that can explain the diversity of achievement targets among Shingakukou. The second concerns the factors that lead teachers to be shaped by such organizational goals. The analysis is structured around two analytical perspectives: the relationship between institutions and organizations, and the relationship between organizations and individuals.
Regarding the first perspective, this study draws on Meyer’s (1977) concept of institutional “charter” and Kariya’s (1981) model of school organization. These theoretical frameworks suggest that schools are structured in accordance with socially constructed expectations regarding their roles and functions. Achievement targets in Shingakukou can thus be understood as concrete manifestations of these expectations. Furthermore, differences in social contexts—such as regional location, public versus private status, and school history—shape school ideology and influence how goals are defined and prioritized. As a result, variations in the content and intensity of achievement targets across schools can be explained by differences in the social environments in which they are embedded.
Regarding the second perspective, this study examines how teachers’ practices are shaped by organizational goals, drawing on research on teacher culture. This study incorporates a strategic perspective that emphasizes teacher agency. From this viewpoint, teachers may conform to achievement targets to secure professional evaluation or maintain their position within the organization, even when such goals do not align with their personal values. In addition, insights from Asch’s (1951) conformity experiments suggest that uncertainty in decision-making, combined with social pressure and evaluation systems, can encourage individuals to align their behavior with majority norms.
Based on this analysis, two key implications are identified. First, achievement targets in Shingakukou are not absolute but are socially constructed and context-dependent, highlighting the need for teachers to critically reflect on their school’s values. Second, the findings underscore the importance of developing career guidance practices that are not solely driven by numerical performance indicators but instead emphasize dialogue with students and support for their self-realization. In an era in which performance-based evaluation of teachers is increasingly emphasized worldwide, the issues addressed in this study extend beyond the Japanese context and hold broader international relevance
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-Introduction
This paper examines career guidance practices targeting elite students in Japan. In the Japanese education system, students are not formally tracked by academic ability until the end of lower secondary school. However, at the upper secondary level, high schools form a stratified structure based on students’ academic achievement, with a stronger degree of stratification compared to Western countries (Shimizu, 1987). At the top of this hierarchy are schools attended by large numbers of students aiming to enter universities. Such schools are commonly referred to in Japan as Shingakukou.
In Japan, career guidance is generally not conducted by professional career counselors; instead, it is primarily the responsibility of teachers. Previous studies have shown that teachers in Shingakukou tend to prioritize guiding students toward universities recommended by the school, rather than encouraging them to think concretely about their academic majors or long-term career prospects (Seko, 2026). More specifically, in order to achieve numerical targets shared across the school organization—such as “the number of students admitted to particular universities” (hereafter referred to as “admission performance targets”)—teachers often engage in practices that effectively control students’ educational aspirations (Asahina, 2025).
One possible background factor for such practices is the stratified structure of Japanese society based on academic achievement. Japanese universities, like high schools, are also hierarchically organized according to academic level, and attending a higher-ranked university increases the likelihood of obtaining better employment conditions. This is closely related to Japan’s employment system. In cases where individuals seek employment in companies rather than in licensed professions, what is valued is not “what one studied at university,” but rather “the level of the university one graduated from.” This is because most employees in Japanese companies are hired as generalists, and thus, rather than specialized skills, their trainability—the capacity to perform a wide range of tasks—is emphasized (Hamaguchi, 2021). Given this broader social structure, it can be considered rational for teachers to encourage students to aim for admission to as high-ranking a university as possible. (See Figure 1.)
However, guidance practices aimed at achieving school-level admission performance targets can be understood as generating at least two major problems. First, they may cause students to lose sight of the intrinsic value of learning at university. A substantial body of research has shown that prioritizing the prestige or level of the university over the content of study can lead to maladjustment in higher education. This issue also has negative consequences for job hunting. Because many Japanese university students struggle to find meaning in their studies, they often face difficulties in connecting their learning to society. As a result, the job-hunting process in Japan tends to be prolonged compared to other countries, and many students experience psychological instability (Toyoda, 2013). Connecting learning to society is crucial, as it encourages students to reflect on how they wish to contribute to society, thereby enhancing their motivation to work (Tatsumi, 2020). Even if what is learned at university does not directly translate into job-related skills, it remains important to ascribe meaning to learning within the broader context of personal and professional development.
Second, for teachers—who serve as primary advisors for students—the pursuit of admission performance targets can become an end, leading to the marginalization of students’ autonomy in decision-making. Ball (2003) argues that when education is evaluated based on measurable outcomes, teachers tend to act in ways that align with how they are assessed, often at the expense of values such as integrity, professional beliefs, and meaningful dialogue with students. Although Ball’s analysis is situated in the context of UK education policy, the underlying mechanism—where numerical targets shape teacher behavior—can be seen as comparable (Seko, 2026). For instance, in a case reported by Asahina (2025), a student at Shingakukou was compelled to reconstruct their motivation for applying to university in a way that justified entry into a high-ranking institution. As a result, the student was forced to continue studying without a clear vision for their future, leading to confusion and distress. Such conditions, in which students’ self-realization is undermined, should be regarded as a serious concern.
Given these issues, it is important to consider how admission performance targets—capable of producing such outcomes—have been examined in previous research. First, multiple studies have shown that teachers believe producing strong admission results contributes to their school’s social recognition (Nakamura, 2020; Asahina, 2025; Nakadome, 2002; Tsuta, 2023). Furthermore, it has also been demonstrated that teachers perceive guiding students toward higher-ranking universities as beneficial for students’ future lives, and thus view the achievement of such targets as inherently positive (Nakamura, 2020; Tsuta, 2023).
However, existing studies have not sufficiently accounted for the uniqueness of individual schools. Each school operates with its own set of goals, and even within the shared category of Shingakukou, significant differences can be observed. Clarifying the diversity of these goals can enable teachers to relativize the notion of what is considered “desirable” within their own institutions, thereby fostering more flexible and pluralistic approaches to career guidance. Moreover, prior research has often portrayed teachers as uncritically accepting the goals set by their schools, despite variations in those goals. This tendency cannot be fully explained by the assumption that such practices are simply “beneficial for students’ lives.”
For these reasons, this paper aims to develop two sets of hypotheses: first, regarding the nature of school organizational structures that can account for the diversity of goals established within Shingakukou; and second, regarding the factors through which teachers’ practices become shaped and constrained by these organizational goals.

-Objectives
This study aims to develop two sets of hypotheses: first, regarding the nature of school organizational structures that can explain the diversity of career guidance goals established within Shingakukou; and second, regarding the factors through which teachers’ practices become shaped and constrained by such organizational goals.
By doing so, the study seeks to contribute to the exploration of career guidance practices that emphasize dialogue with students, in which teachers do not treat the values of their own schools as absolute. In recent years, there has been a growing international trend toward evaluating teachers based on external numerical targets. In this context of an increasingly performative evaluation culture, the concerns addressed in this study should not be understood as limited to the Japanese context alone.

-Theoretical basis
In this paper, school organizational culture is conceptualized based on the three-layered framework of institution, organization, and individual, as proposed by Sato and Yamada (2004). Sato and Yamada (2004) argue that analyzing only the internal dynamics of individual organizations is insufficient to fully explain the nature of organizations. Instead, they adopt the position that it is necessary to also consider “the influence of the cultural and institutional environment surrounding the organization on the organization itself” (p. 4).
Accordingly, they attempt to organize various organizational theories discussed thus far by employing a nested structural model, as illustrated in Figure 2.
The reason for adopting a framework that examines the influence of external institutional factors on school organizations is that, in order to understand the differences in admission performance targets set by Shingakukou, it is necessary to focus on variations in the social contexts in which these schools are situated. Furthermore, in analyzing how such targets shape and constrain individual teachers, the framework proposed by Sato and Yamada (2004) is also considered effective for the purposes of this study.
Accordingly, this paper first examines (1) the relationship between institutions and organizations, and then (2) the relationship between organizations and individuals.

-Methodology
This study employs a literature review methodology. For (1) the relationship between institutions and organizations, it draws on studies focusing on school organizational structures. For (2) the relationship between organizations and individuals, it draws on studies examining teacher culture.

-Results
 (1) The relationship between admission performance targets in Shingakukou and institutional contexts
Meyer (1977) argues that schools are assigned socially expected roles, or “charters,” and that students come to acquire the dispositions and behaviors deemed appropriate to those roles. Similarly, Shimizu (1987) suggests that, within the stratified structure of Japanese high schools, teachers engage in educational practices aimed at maintaining or enhancing their school’s charter.
In the same vein, Kariya (1981) emphasizes the necessity of examining the mechanisms of school organization by considering the broader social context—specifically, the stratified structure characteristic of Japanese high schools (see figure 3). Accordingly, Kariya (1981) develops an analytical framework that explicitly incorporates this social context.
Kariya (1981) does not portray teachers merely as passive recipients of social context; rather, he develops a framework that incorporates the process through which teachers actively decide whether to accept or resist such contexts. According to Kariya (1981), social context shapes a school’s ideology. School ideology refers to the shared ideas, values, and beliefs held by the teaching staff. This ideology, in turn, influences teachers’ decision-making. When a group faces common problems and develops shared patterns of thought and action to make decisions, this is referred to as a “collective perspective.” Kariya (1981) hypothesizes that when a school’s ideology is compatible with the broader social context, its collective perspective will also align with that context. At the same time, his framework allows for the possibility that teachers may form an ideology that resists the dominant social context.
Applying Kariya’s (1981) framework to the logic of career guidance that prioritizes admission performance, admission performance targets can be understood as being formed based on the school’s charter, as noted by Shimizu (1987), concretizing the types of educational outcomes expected by society. Schools, in turn, seek to maintain these charters in response to social expectations, leading to the formation of ideologies that are compatible with the prevailing social context. These ideologies then function as a framework for determining instructional strategies aimed at maintaining the charter—namely, strategies for achieving admission performance targets—thereby fostering the development of a collective perspective. If different instructional strategies emerge, this can be explained either by the formation of an ideology within the teaching staff that resists the dominant social context, or by changes in the social context itself.
This framework is useful for explaining the variation in admission performance targets across schools, which is a central concern of this paper. While Kariya (1981) focuses primarily on school stratification as the relevant social context, it is possible that schools with similar academic levels are nonetheless embedded in different social contexts. For example, differences such as rural versus urban settings, public versus private institutions, or long-established versus newly established schools may all produce distinct contextual conditions. These variations can shape the content of the charter assigned to each school—that is, the types of educational outcomes expected by society—and, as a result, generate differences in both the nature and the strength of admission performance targets. By attending to these contextual differences, it becomes possible to capture the unique characteristics of individual schools.
At the same time, this analytical framework does not sufficiently explain the factors that shape how individual teachers are influenced by admission performance targets. Since the concept of a collective perspective refers to shared decision-making patterns within a group, it does not fully address the processes through which individuals interpret and enact these expectations in practice. Therefore, the next section turns to research on teacher culture, which focuses on individual teachers’ practices and meaning-making processes.

(2) The relationship between admission performance targets in Shingakukou and individual teachers’ career guidance practices
Nakamura (2020), in his review of research on teacher culture in Japan, organizes several approaches for explaining individual teachers’ educational practices. Drawing on this framework, this section attempts to explain why individual teachers comply with admission performance targets.
First, this study examines the approach rooted in the sociology of knowledge, which posits that teachers’ practices are shaped by interpretive frameworks shared within the teaching community. According to this perspective, individuals act by referring to taken-for-granted assumptions and norms that are formed through interaction within the group. For example, Sakai and Shimahara (1991) found that novice teachers tended to accept the instructional methods practiced in their schools without questioning them, and experienced difficulties when they were unable to implement those methods effectively.
However, this approach alone cannot fully explain all cases. While some teachers may indeed take admission performance targets for granted, there are instances that cannot be adequately accounted for in this way. For example, in Shingakukou located in rural areas, there are cases where strong emphasis is placed on guiding students toward national and public universities, which are positioned at the top of Japan’s higher education hierarchy (Tsuta, 2023). At the same time, such schools may employ teachers who themselves graduated from private universities and are therefore likely to understand their advantages. Nevertheless, these teachers still engage in practices that prioritize admission to national and public universities. This suggests that their behavior cannot be explained solely by uncritical acceptance of existing interpretive frameworks. Furthermore, teacher mobility within Japanese public high schools also complicates this explanation. Even within the same category of Shingakukou, career guidance goals differ across schools, making it unlikely that teachers consistently internalize a single set of goals as self-evident. These observations suggest that teachers’ practices are shaped not only by shared interpretive frameworks, but also by additional factors.
Next, this study considers the approach represented by strategy-oriented research, which emphasizes individual autonomy and agency. Unlike the sociology of knowledge perspective, this approach views individuals not as passively shaped by the group, but as actively forming their own criteria for judgment through interaction with the organization and acting to achieve personal goals. For instance, teachers may select particular practices as a strategy for self-preservation, such as adapting to school norms in order to secure their position within the organization.
From this perspective, it becomes possible to explain why teachers comply with admission performance targets. Even when teachers hold views that differ from the majority within the organization, they may align their behavior with dominant norms in order to gain recognition or avoid negative evaluation. Moreover, admission performance targets themselves may possess characteristics that promote conformity. In this regard, Asch’s (1951) conformity experiments are suggestive. Asch (1951) identifies three processes through which individuals conform despite holding differing judgments: “distortion of perception,” “distortion of judgment,” and “distortion of action.” Distortion of perception occurs when the majority’s view comes to appear correct; distortion of judgment arises when individuals lose confidence in their own judgments; and distortion of action occurs when individuals conform despite recognizing that the majority is incorrect, due to concern about social evaluation.
Applied to the context of career guidance, admission performance targets deal with students’ future pathways—an area where clear “correct answers” do not exist—making judgments inherently ambiguous. As a result, teachers may find it difficult to maintain confidence in their own decisions and become more likely to rely on majority norms. In addition, unlike in many Western countries, career guidance in Japan is conducted not by specialized counselors but by school teachers, who must make decisions based on limited information. In such conditions, if a culture exists in which admission to certain universities is treated as the “correct” outcome, teachers are more likely to conform to that standard. Furthermore, from the perspective of “distortion of action,” it is important to note that teachers’ evaluations are often linked to admission performance. Nakamura (2020), for example, points out that admission results function as an indicator of teacher competence, fostering a culture of competition among teachers. In such an environment, concern for external evaluation may lead teachers to prioritize achieving targets as an end in itself, strongly shaping their practices.
Taken together, admission performance targets can exert a powerful influence on teachers’ behavior, even when they do not align with teachers’ personal beliefs or values. Moreover, it can be suggested that teachers may engage in practices aimed at achieving these targets as a strategic means of fulfilling their own individual objectives within the organization.

-Conclusion
This paper, drawing on the framework proposed by Sato and Yamada (2004), has examined two sets of hypotheses: first, regarding the nature of school organizational structures that can explain the diversity of career guidance goals established within Shingakukou; and second, regarding the factors through which such goals shape and constrain teachers’ practices (see figure 4).
As a result, the analysis suggests the following two possibilities:
1. Social context shapes school ideology, and based on this ideology, instructional strategies aimed at achieving admission performance targets are established through the collective decision-making of the teaching staff.
2. Admission performance targets have the capacity to shape individual teachers’ career guidance practices, even in cases where their personal values differ from those of the group.
 From these two hypotheses, this paper suggests two main contributions.
First, it enables individual teachers to recognize that the groups of universities considered “desirable” within each school are socially constructed and are not necessarily absolute. This study has indicated that teachers, by belonging to a school organization, may be inclined to conform to the majority within that organization. In light of this, adopting a perspective that relativizes what is defined as “desirable” by the school may contribute to forms of career guidance that do not treat institutional values as absolute, but instead emphasize dialogue with students.
Second, this paper presents an analytical framework for examining career guidance goals that are not reducible solely to numerical targets such as admission performance. The analysis suggests that an excessive focus on numerical targets may lead to situations in which teacher evaluation is prioritized over students’ self-realization. At the same time, even among Shingakukou, there are likely schools that place greater emphasis on students’ self-realization. Clarifying the social contexts under which such schools form either conforming or resistant ideologies may provide insights that are applicable to other Shingakukou.
Finally, it should be noted that the arguments presented in this study are hypothetical in nature. Future research will need to examine their validity through empirical investigation.
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