１　The rapidly growing number of credentialing systems and the background
　

There is a vast range of exercise/fitness/health credentialing systems by Japanese civilian agencies (mostly foundations). At first glance, it looks as if the system that awards fitness and sport-related leadership credentials has broadened due to a greater need for exercise/fitness/health in society or a greater public interest in it. For example, the main civilian agencies include the Japan Sport Association (JASA), National Recreation Association of Japan (NRAJ), Japan Health Fitness Promotion Foundation (JHFPF) and Japan Industrial Safety & Health Association (JISHA). All of these agencies have strong ties with ministries and government offices while operating their own credentialing systems. Chart 1 shows the ministries and government offices that each agency has ties with, and how they award credentials.

Chart 1:　Main Exercise/Fitness/Health Qualifications Awarded by Japanese Civilian 
Agencies
< Japan Sport Association (JASA)>　              <National Recreation Association of Japan (NRAJ)>
--<Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,            --<Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology＞                               Science and Technology>                           
　○Basic Sports Instructor Qualifications　　　　　・Recreation Instructor

　　・Sports Leader          　　　　　　　　　 ・Recreation Coordinator
　○Specialist Sports Instructor Qualifications　　　 ・Welfare Recreation Worker
　　・Instructor 　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　      ・Leisure life consultant

　　・Senior Instructor  　　　　                     ・Leisure life developer

　　・Coach　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　         ・Group Recreation Worker
　　・Senior Coach　　　　　　　　　　　　<Japan Health Fitness Promotion Foundation (JHFPF)>

　 ・Teacher　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　--<Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare>

　　・Senior Teacher　　　　　　　　　　　　　　・Health Fitness Programmer

　○Fitness Qualifications　　　　　　　　　　          ・Health and Exercise Practice Leader

　　・Junior Sports Instructor　　　　　　　<Japan Industrial Safety & Health Association (JISHA)>
　　・Sports Programmer　　　　　　　　　　--<Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare>

　○Medical/Conditioning Qualifications        　　　・Healthcare Trainer
　　・Sports Doctor  　　　　　　    　　　　　・Healthcare Leader
　　・Athletic Trainer
　　・Sports Nutritionist  

　○Management Qualifications　　　　　　　　　

　　・Assistant Manager          

　　・Club Manager


　As you can see from Chart 1, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology and Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare have awarded exercise/fitness/health qualifications for most Japanese agencies, but since 2006 these qualifications have officially ceased to be national credentialing in the sense of being linked to ministries or government offices. The direct reason for this is that the fundamental principles of administrative reforms decided by the Cabinet in 2000 gave the impression that public corporations’ systems had to be endorsed by the government. This was considered to go against the principle of a “mini-government”, in which government involvement is kept to a minimum and operations are left to citizens, encouraging competition. Now, trust in credentialing systems is not given by the government (from the top). Instead, corporations must raise the quality of their qualifications themselves by improving their own business, and raise trust in their system and demand for training through the ideas and ingenuity of the people (from the bottom.)

　However, the vast number of qualification systems that appeared under the previous mediocre national credentialing system still remain. There is still an over-supply today, and many people’s hard-earned qualifications turn out to be useless. This seems to be due to a mismatch between what government-endorsed credentialing systems predicted that society would want in instructors (supply) and the people’s actual wants regarding exercise/fitness/health (demand). For example, there is data showing that among Japanese people who regularly exercise or play sports once or more per week, there are twice as many non-club members as club members.１） In other words, of those who exercise or play sports regularly, the people thought to need exercise or sports instruction, 2/3 do not create demand for instruction in an organized system at all. Thus, if demand for instruction does not at least appear among those who exercise or play sports regularly, even if one obtained one of the ever-growing number of exercise/fitness/health-related qualifications outside the umbrella of government-endorsed qualifications, it would not give them the status required to earn money as an expert. In time, this may lead to a shrinking of the system. The same can probably be said of qualifications for volunteers.

2　Case: Japan Sport Association (JASA)’s credentialing system: Present State and Problems ※１
　Now, let us use the Japan Sport Association (JASA) as an example of the content of exercise/fitness/health credentialing systems.２）
　JASA’s instructor training program began with its sports trainer course in 1965 after the Tokyo Olympics in 1964. Since then, as you can see in Chart 1, they offer accreditation for a wide range of qualifications, from local volunteer instructors to specialist senior coaches. As stated before, it ceased to give national credentialing in 2006, but in 2005 the system was revised so that accreditation from JASA meant official accreditation as a sports instructor, and their instructor training program continues to this day. In this sense, their system can be considered the longest-running exercise/fitness/health instructor credentialing system in Japan.

First and foremost, this system is based on the philosophy of “For safe, correct and enjoyable sporting activities, players need a qualified instructor with teaching skills that suit their needs”. Thus, the officially accredited sports instructors JASA trains are “people with the skills and knowledge of sport necessary to take responsibility for those they train and provide them with the right sporting instruction”. There are currently 15 instructor qualifications with the following categories, to cater for players’ varying ages (stage of development), skill level, interest and aims in a variety of sports.

1) Discipline: categories such as local sport, specialist sports, fitness, medical/conditioning, management

2) Target: mainly age-related categories

3) Level: levels such as basic, intermediate and advanced

4) Specialty: levels from volunteer to paid (professional)

　As of October 2009, there are a total of 270,953 registered accredited sports instructors. Of them, 130,525 have “Basic Sports Instructor” qualifications for basic sports coaching or management, 121,836 have “Specialist Sports Instructor” qualifications, mainly for coaching specific sports, 10,100 have “Fitness” qualifications for fitness  maintenance and improvement coaching, 6,565 have “Medical/Conditioning” qualifications to manage players’ health, treat and prevent injuries, do rehabilitation or conditioning and provide nutritional management and support, and 1,927 have “Management” qualifications for general management in settings such as sports clubs.
　Next, we will discuss the content of JASA’s curriculum, based on the question “What do people need to learn to become instructors?” The courses for each instructor qualification are carried out with cooperation from sporting organizations, based on a core philosophy and system, and the curriculum is comprised of core subjects and specialist subjects. Core subjects consist of general content necessary for all sports instructors. JASA is in charge of the majority of these.  As specialist subjects involve information specific to each sport, experts from sporting organizations are in charge of these. These are more specific and practical courses consisting of specialist theory and practices required for each qualification. The number of hours required for each course depends on the level (difficulty) of the qualification. For example, for basic qualifications such as Sports Leader and Instructor, core subjects consist of Core I, which is 35 hours of classes plus an exam. The higher-level Senior Instructor and Sports Programmer consist of Core I and Core II with a total of 70 hours of classes, and the highest qualifications, Senior Coach and Senior Teacher require a total of 192.5 hours of core subjects (Core I-Core IV) as well as exams. This means that courses vary greatly, from Sports Leader, which consists only of Core I, to courses such as Senior Coach and Senior Teacher, which requires all core papers from I to IV as well as specialist papers.

　Core I’s curriculum, for example, consists of subjects such as Sport as a Culture, An Instructor’s Role I, Training Theory, Medical Knowledge for Sports Instructors, Sport and Nutrition, Instruction Planning and Safety Management, Junior Sports and Local Interest in Sport. These consist of basic cultural knowledge for sports instructors.

　JASA’s credentialing system for instructors has a long history and tradition, but a student survey carried out in 2008 has identified several problems. For example, there is a big gap between students’ needs and satisfaction relating to the content, timetable, length and cost of classes. In particular, we can see that students are not very satisfied with the content and cost of the courses that they struggle to find time in their busy work schedules to attend. Related to this are instructors’ salaries. In spite of the updating of qualifications, 64% of positions are unpaid. Thus, the courses need to be improved to raise student satisfaction and provide content that meets students’ needs. The time, length and cost of courses also need to be re-examined and improved. In order to do this, the content of the courses must be improved in order to constantly provide up-to-date information, and research must be carried out locally to check that the courses are relevant to local clubs that need instructors. In general, a setting for instruction needs to be created, and in order to do so the organizers must aim to gain social recognition for sports instructors – in other words, raises their social standing.

3　Fundamental problems in Japan’s credentialing system

　As mentioned before, the fundamental problems in Japan’s credentialing system lies in the large number of qualifications and the devaluing of qualifications due to an over-supply, set against a background with an imbalance in supply and demand. Historically, Japan’s national credentialing has taken two main forms: that run by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, who established their qualifications from a sporting perspective and focused on sports, and that run by the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, who established their qualifications from a fitness and health perspective. In both cases, government agenda has encouraged an increase in their respective forms of qualification, but recently the government has withdrawn from the accreditation process and has adopted the policy of entrusting the process to civilian agencies. However, what both systems have in common with regards to the level of national credentialing is that they do not have the educational or health-based significance needed in the public sport and exercise worlds, and thus are of little value in the public’s eyes. This may be a characteristic of a “catch up and overtake” mentality towards qualifications, a mentality often seen in the governments of developing countries. Qualification systems that employ this philosophy to train instructors do not fit the needs of people who wish to play sports or exercise, and the result is a decreased demand for qualifications.

　On a related note, when it comes to the reliability of these qualifications, the difficulty and the time taken to obtain one are called into question. For example, JASA-accredited athletic trainer qualifications require a large amount of time – 152.5 hours of core subjects and 600 hours of specialist subjects – but a professional base have not yet been established. This is a direct contrast to the American athletic trainer system, which is fully linked to medicine and has built up a professional base. If this is the case for athletic trainers who spend so many hours training, then it must be incredibly simple to get other qualifications, and it is natural that gaining respect and trust for these qualifications remains a problem. Exercise and sports instructor qualifications have always been considered an extension of amateur sports, and it is clear that this view of these qualifications comes from the fact that the majority of qualification holders work as volunteers.

　So how did exercise/fitness/health qualifications come to be qualifications for volunteers? The number one reason is that the education profession is monopolized by teaching licenses from physical education’s teacher training and the health profession is monopolized by doctors’ licenses from medical schools. With exercise/fitness/health qualifications sandwiched between these two well-established credentialing systems, holders of these qualifications cannot become recognized as professionals by national credentialing that guarantees them a salary. As a result, these qualifications are losing their attraction as attendants begin to consider them not worth the course or accreditation fees or the costs required to maintain their studies.

　In addition, Japan also has a compulsory “Sports Instructor Board” system within municipal education boards started in 1957 and required by the Sports Promotion Act in 1961. In 1999 this was revised so that this could be delegated, but those selected for this work need only to be “People with a good social standing and a deep interest in and understanding of sport, and have the passion and skills required to carry out the duties stated below…”. In other words, Sports Instructor Boards (while they do of course carry out continual training) have been established as places in which people can be hired without qualifications as part time workers (special positions) to work for a wage (albeit a low one). As of April 1, 2008, there are now as many as 53,835 people in these positions in 1,808 cities, towns and villages.３）On one hand, hiring local sports instructors regardless of qualifications as part of social education is an effective way to promote sport from a government perspective as the wages are low. On the other hand, there will be an increasing demand for specialization in exercise/fitness/health in the future, and the current situation will inevitably inhibit this greatly.
4　Future Vision

　The Japanese Credential System of Allied Professionals in Exercise/Fitness/Health, which I have discussed thus far, has a tradition and proven results of making a certain contribution to the promotion and development of sport in Japan since World War II. However, with instructors being under-utilized despite word that there are not enough of them and the majority of them working as unpaid volunteers, it is also a fact that this system has reached a major turning point.

　In terms of the relationship between the credentialing system and practicing instructors, on one hand, if too much emphasis is placed on qualifications then the industry will fall into a credentialist system (credentialism) in which those without qualifications cannot instruct. In reality, sports instruction has been supported by many volunteers, and this kind of system would destroy that credentialing system.４） However, on the other hand, if the specialization of qualifications does not lead to payment, qualifications lose their attraction. In addition, the shift from the previous national credentialing system to a system supported by nongovernmental organizations means that qualifications no longer automatically carry national authority.

　Whether this will be taken as a “crisis” facing the credentialing system or as a good chance for new reforms will make a big difference to our future vision. From the perspective of current ideas, there is no denying that the credentialing system will indeed become uncertain, and as a result there will be a greater emphasis on government authority and governmental needs, and a greater demand for these. However, looking back on the Japanese credentialing system’s history of following this direction, in spite of the plethora of qualifications that have appeared, the needs of those who actually want to use these instructors still have not been thoroughly examined. This has led to a strange phenomenon in which the balance between supply and demand has been lost, and only utilization is being called for. With this background, exercise/fitness/health qualifications are taking on a forced nature led by an educational mindset focusing on sport and a medical mindset focusing only on medicine.

　However, Japan’s aging and maturing society is calling not for forced instruction like this but for instruction that meets people’s needs, and the materialization of their underlying needs. It is also calling for the building of a system that is set up to meet these needs. From this perspective, it can be said that the instruction system – from volunteer instructors to specialist instructors – needs to be built based on the needs of those being instructed, and efforts and improvements need to be made to raise the profile of exercise/fitness/health instruction. This kind of instruction leads not simply to compulsory training but to self-directed learning, and develops from a deep understanding of sports and exercise. This means that while JASA’s core curriculum is necessary, there is a need to further examine the connection between this curriculum and the state of specialist instruction, and the state of specialist training within the curriculum. Future credentialing systems need to aim to meet the public’s need for instruction that is a combination of instruction that people like and instruction that society calls for.

Note
※１　The latest data mentioned in Article 2, Case: Japan Sport Association (JASA)’s credentialing system: Present State and Problems, is from resources such as Powerpoint presentations from courses by JASA Sports Instructor Training Department Education Section.
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