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From Meiji Era to the Present Japanese Dental Education

—Dr. Tsurukichi Okumura's footprint—

Professor Emeritus, Tokyo Dental College

Yuzuru KaNeExko, D.D.S, Ph.D.

Dental education at school started to be systematized in the 1890s in Japan. In the Meiji period, the
Japanese government introduced the higher education system with the establishment of Tokyo Imperial
University in 1886, with the aim of catching up with Western civilization. After several modifications of
the system, it was completed in the middle of the Taisho period with the promulgation of the “University
Establishment Ordinance”, which took approximately 30 years. The first vocational dental school was
established in 1907 by the promulgation of the “Vocational School Ordinance” in 1903. The higher education
system during the modern period of Japan has a multi-layered structure consisting of universities and
vocational schools, in order to separate their purpose of human resource development. In 1918, the
publication of the “University Ordinance” enabled public and private schools to upgrade their “vocational
schools”, their most advanced educational institutions, to universities. However, this ordinance was not
applied to vocational schools of dentistry, pharmacy, and veterinary medicine. Furthermore, the government
did not establish the national dental school until 1928. The above are features of the dental education system
in the modern period.

After the end of the Pacific War, which lasted for approximately 3 and a half years, Japan was placed
under the indirect rule of the General Headquarters, the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers (GHQ/
SCAP) for approximately 6 years. They strongly condemned Japan’ s unequal educational curriculum to
nurture medical personnel which caused fundamental differences in the quality of medical care. The GHQ/
SCAP implemented education reform involving a wide range of fields including medical science, dentistry,
pharmacy, nursing, and veterinary medicine, considering that education reform is the basis for improving
the healthcare system. Vocational dental schools were upgraded to dental universities based on the
“University Ordinance” . Under the new education system, dentistry education adopted a 6-year curriculum
system in universities similar to medical education by the effort of the Council on Dental Education
(chairman: Tsurukichi Okumura), Education Reform Committee, and GHQ/SCAP. The GHQ/SCAP’s reform
policy has dramatically changed dental education, but this change was what people involved in the field of
dentistry have desired since before the war. These are features of the early phases of the “present” dental
education.

Dr. Tsurukichi Okumura, who established the International College of Dentistry with an American
Dentist, Dr. Ottofy, received dental education during the late Meiji period, and advanced the progress of
dentistry worldwide as an educator and physician, even under a repressive regime to dental education.
Although it was ironic, losing the war has brought Japan a favorable dental education system. Dr.
Tsurukichi Okumura had lived his life as one of the leaders who developed the basis for a new dental

education system which contributed to the present system.

Key words : Dental Education System, Vocational Dental School, University Ordinance, GHQ/SCAP,
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