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A Historical Study on Physical Illnesses and The Mental and Physical
Development of School-aged Children in Nagano Prefecture
during the Meiji Era
The Relationship between Otorhinolaryngologic Disorders in Children and Poor Scholastic Ability

Shinobu NAKAJIMA - Yasushi KAWAT*

ABSTRACT

Based on 3 monographs by Gentai Watanabe-“Diseases of the Nose and Throat in Children Attending Elementary
School,” “Cases of Mental and Physical Anomalies in Schoolchildren Stricken with Diseases of the Nose and Throat,” and
“Regarding the Prophylaxis of Otorrhea,” the current study examined the relationship between otorhinolaryngologic
disorders and poor scholastic ability in school-aged children in Nagano Prefecture from 1897-1907. Results revealed the
following: (1) Diseases of the nose were believed to cause variations in speech and snoring. Breathing with the mouth
open presumably led to an “imbecilic countenance,” with facial expressions indicating a loss of emotion or motivation. (2)
Diseases of the throat were believed to lead to a hearing disorder by affecting the middle ear, ie. the part of the hearing
organs near the throat. Individuals with those diseases often had otorrhea as well. (3) A disorder of nasal breathing was
believed to cause a lack of oxygen required for metabolism, thus leading to atrophy and fragility of the respiratory organs
and delayed chest development. (4) A hearing disorder was believed to retard the development of a child’s inner world.
(5) In order to explain the relationship between otorhinolaryngologic diseases and mental and physical development,
Watanabe cited children in the special needs class of Jinjo Elementary School in Nagano as examples. (6) Children had
poor dentition, they had fragile internal organs such as the lungs and abdomen, they snored as a result of enlarged tonsils,
they breathed by mouth, and they had a hearing deficit in the right ear. The children performed poorly in music. (7)
Children had poor mental and physical development. These children would have performed at the average in a special
needs class, but they performed far poorer than normal children. (8) If otorrhea was not prevented, then the belief is that
it would cause hearing impairment or a language disorder in infancy and potentially lead to total deafness.
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