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Differences between citizenship awareness in Japan and the UK: how
students argue on controversial issues
Noboru Tanaka
Gifu University (Japan)

Abstract
The purpose of this research is to clarify differences between the citizenship awareness
of children in Japan and the UK. Citizenship educational materials are designed
according to national curriculum frameworks. However, the teachers who are
responsible for teaching citizenship materials are influenced by local cultural
perspectives and citizenship consciousness. Citizenship education is not universal. Each
country has its own educational practices. I try to show differences regarding the nature
of citizenship in Junior High School students in Japan and the UK. The methodology
used involved two steps. The first step involved using cultural psychology theory to
analyse the nature of citizenship. The second step required documenting the levels of
citizenship awareness in Japan and UK school children, based on an analysis of
responses to a questionnaire about the nature of citizenship. The results of this research
show that British children put emphasis on community perspectives when forming their
opinions, while Japanese children put emphasis on the perspectives of moral issues
when forming their opinions. This reveals the characteristic of using judgement when
forming opinions on social issues. British children seek solutions to futuristic problems
from an objective viewpoint. In contrast, Japanese children look for solutions to
problems of the present from a subjective viewpoint.
Keywords: Citizenship Education, Culture, Awareness, Comparative Research, Japan

1.

Research methodology based on cultural background

Citizenship education is designed according to national curriculum frameworks.
However, local cultural perspectives and citizenship consciousness influence the
teachers who are responsible for teaching the materials. Citizenship education is not
universal. Each country has its own educational practices, but study lessons are mainly
based on educational policies, printed in textbooks, and consistent with the national
framework. However, the role of teachers and children has been excluded from national
curriculum designs, due to the different situations in various classrooms. The following
figure is a map of the various perspectives pertinent to study lessons. This research is
based on the perspective of ‘cultural background’.
The context in which citizenship lessons are taught in the classroom is comprised of
overt factors, such as the school system, legislation, other school curricula including
textbooks, and invisible cultural factors (latent factors) such as the level of children’s
awareness of their responsibilities for becoming independent citizens, of local customs,
inference bias, self-identity formation, and their sense of belonging to the group.
Culturally determined invisible latent factors include children’s consciousness and
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thought patterns, and the outer world and atmosphere in society, which dictate not only
citizenship and other educational activities, but also all of our activities in general.
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eacher's perception
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Cultural background
Figure 1: Research Methodology for Lesson Study

I have already observed some classes and compared Japanese and UK lesson practices
(TANAKA, 2009). The characteristics typical of study lessons in Japan and the UK are
as follows:
United Kingdom (England):
The objective is the active participation of children in activities
The content describes a simulated experience of society
The method used involves participation in activities
Japan:
The objective is the acquisition of critical thought
The content describes a critical understanding of society
The method used involves discussion and debate
In this research, I analyse the cultural backgrounds of citizenship education by clarifying
different levels of citizenship awareness in Japanese and British Junior High School
students. I use a three-part research question for this analysis. First, what is the nature of
citizenship in Japan and the UK (mainly England)? Second, what different opinions do
Japanese and British students have about the nature of citizenship? Third, based on their
citizenship perspectives, how do students form opinions on controversial issues? The
methodology used for this research was to compare and contrast opinions of citizenship
in Japan and the UK, by investigating the answers to these questions. This research is
focused on data analysis. Quantitative data used included numerical data summarizing
the different levels of awareness in students in these two countries. Qualitative data
about controversial issues are described in narrative form.

2.

Differences in citizenship awareness between Japan and the UK

2.1 The questionnaire and enforcement situation
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I begin by describing differences in citizenship awareness between Japan and the UK,
based on data analyses. I administered the following questionnaire in two schools. The
first is school A, in Shiga prefecture, Japan. There are 350 students in this school, which
includes three grades. The ethnicity of students in this school is 1%, since almost all
students are originally from Japan. I collected data for 121 students. This school is
situated 40 km from the city centre. The second is school M, in the city of Leicester, the
UK. There are 1050 students in this school, which includes six grades. Ethnicity in this
school is 99%. This means that almost all students come from other countries. The
principle teacher told me that the students come from 49 countries. I collected data from
46 students in this school. I administered the questionnaire to grade 7 students, who were
11–12 years old. There are almost equal numbers of boys and girls in these schools. Both
schools offer citizenship as a subject.
The questionnaire that I used as my survey instrument follows.

Citizenship Awareness Questionnaire
A party of parents and children take walks in the park almost every day. In
addition, town events are performed at weekends…. To help the town grow,
a big shopping centre is planned near the park. There are few other places
where people can shop. Exhibition space will be built into the shopping
centre, where town events can be performed every day. However, it will be
necessary to convert the park into a parking lot and a bus terminal. A big
parking lot and access to bus transit will be needed to accommodate the
shoppers.
1. What do you think of this plan?
Please choose the answer closest to your views:
A: I object; B: I agree; C: Other
2.Please give the reason for your choice.
3. What matters most to you when you make decisions in your daily life?
a) local participation, b) community awareness, c) the morality of
Confucianism, d) global perspectives, e) contribution to society
4. You find yourself hesitating about making a decision in the course of
your daily life. For example, do you support the course choice, the election
of the captain of the student council, school regulations? In addition, you
may be at a loss as to whether you should separate garbage, or whether
you give up your seat to a senior citizen on the bus. What standard do you
use to make your decision? Please choose three values, which are closest
to your opinion.
a) democratic values, b) the opinions of nearby people, c) social profit, d)
moral sense, e) social norms, f) others.
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2.2 Citizenship opinions based on the quantitative investigation
All answers of this questionnaire are as follows.
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Figures 2 and 3 use the ratings of ‘agree’ or ‘disagree’ with a plan to replace a green
space park with a car park. It shows the differences in how students think about this
plan.
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Figure 3: Agree or Disagree (M JHS, UK)

Figure 2: Agree or Disagree (A JHS, UK)

Figures 4 and 5 show survey results from 121 students for citizenship awareness and
citizenship requirements at Junior High School A, Japan. The students who chose
‘morality of Confucianism’ as their highest priority were in the majority at 51.1%. This
was followed by ‘community awareness’, at 15.1%. With regard to judgment criteria,
‘social norms’ is cited as the most important criterion at 24.6%, followed by ‘social
profit’ at 19.6%, and the ‘moral sense’ at 19.0%.
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Figure 4: Citizenship Requirements (A Junior HIgh School, JP)
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Figure 5: Citizenship Awareness (A Junior HIgh School, JP)

Figures 6 and 7 show the perspectives of 46 students surveyed at Junior High School M,
in the UK, on citizenship and the values that influenced their opinions on citizenship.
The students who chose ‘community awareness’ as their highest priority were in the
majority, at 45.7%. This was followed by ‘local participation’, at 32.6%. With regard to
judgment criteria, ‘moral sense’ is cited as the most important criterion at 28.3%,
followed by the ‘opinions of nearby people’ at 26.3%, and ‘social profit’ at 19%.
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Figure 6: Citizenship Requirements (M Junior HIgh School, UK)
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Figure 7: Citizenship Awareness (M Junior HIgh School, UK)

These results show the different priorities of students in Japan and the UK regarding
what is important. On the one hand, students in school A regard the ‘morality of
Confucianism’ as the most important factor in citizenship awareness. On the other hand,
the students in school M regard ‘community awareness’ as most important. These
priorities represent large differences between the schools. The results illustrate the fact
that the children from the two countries conduct social judgments very differently.
Table 3 provides a cross tabulation of questions 3 and 4 (Q3 and Q4) in school A.

Table 3: Cross Tabulation between requirements and awareness (A junior high school, JP)
local
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5
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citizenship requirements
community
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perspective

8
7
9
6
10
1

27
40
38
36
47
4

7
8
8
6
11
2

contribution to
society

6
1
7
4
9
0

Most students in Japan school A chose the ‘morality of Confucianism’, in response to
the question of what matters most when they make decisions in daily life, Q 3, and
‘social norms’ in answer to the question of what standards they used to make judgments,
Q 4. Table 4 provides the same cross tabulation for school M.
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Most UK students chose ‘moral sense’ in response to Q 3 regarding what matters most
when they make decisions in daily life, and ‘Community Awareness’ in answer to the
question of what standards they used to make judgements.
These tables plainly show the attitudes of Japanese and British children toward
citizenship. In Japan, many children place a high value on a moral sense, and the
morality of Confucianism. In contrast, in the UK many children place a high value on
community awareness. Few UK children selected the morality of Confucianism as their
response, whereas that is the value chosen by the majority of Japanese children.
However, the point is that children chose a moral sense in a uniform ratio as a criterion
of awareness, and, in addition, the British children added community consciousness.
British children make their judgements of social life on this basis.

3.

Student’s opinions on social issues: How students form their opinions on
controversial issues

I then analysed Q2 of the survey. Q2 is the question that was intended to clarify the
reasons why children chose citizenship for their answer. Children gave various answers
about their reasons for answering Q1, regardless of whether they answered YES or NO.
Two perspectives were able to supplement their answers, if they had discussed the
results of the earlier analysis. The first perspective is both an objective viewpoint, and a
subjective viewpoint about the answer. For example, students in British school M gave
the following answers.
I object because they should not change the local community and people
need enough space. (1)
Children will be really sad because…. (8)
Because is going to be bring without the park and most of the kids want feel
happy and they will miss the park.(20)
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This subjective viewpoint is concerned for others. The number of answers based on
objective decision-making was 35, in addition to the above answers. The percentage of
objective answers was 76.1%. On the other hand, in the Japanese school A, the
following answers were given for this question.
If there is not a shopping-centre, I do not understand the popular thing
recently and think that I can enjoy the one. (28)
I think that it is not good to lose a park (29)
Because I want there are many places to be able to go for shopping and to
come. (40)
From this viewpoint, the subject is the self. The number of answers based on subjective
decisions was 58, in addition to the above answers. The percentage of subjective answers
was 50.4%. Almost half of the students’ opinions were based on subjective
decision-making.
The next point of perspective is the term about ‘for the future’, and ‘the present
importance’. For example, in the British school M, the following answers were provided.
I choose this because it will make the city unite again. And people will know
each other. (16)
Because is going to be bring without the park and most of the kids want feel
happy and they will miss the park. (20)
These answers consider their futures. On the other hand, the following answers were
provided in the Japanese school A.
Because there is not so a place doing shopping. Because, in the park, only a
small child hardly plays. (77)
If there are few shopping-centres, I now have to go a long distance to shop.
(96)
These factors influence their current problems or issues. It means that British students’
opinions are based on the perspective of ‘for the future’, and Japanese students’ opinions
are based on the perspective of ‘the present importance’.
The following figure depicts the characteristics of UK and Japanese students’ opinions
of social issues. Of course, this figure is a hypothesis. However, I can read a trend in
Figure 7, when I analyse the results of the narrative descriptions in response to Q2.

54
objective

for the future
The present
importance
subjective
Figure 8: The different opinions of UK and Japanese children on social issues

4.

Conclusion

The aim of this research was to clarify differences between the citizenship awareness of
children in Japan and the UK. Thus, I can make the following points at the conclusion of
this research. The trend regarding the nature of citizenship is as follows. Most students
in school A in Japan had a tendency to choose ‘social norms’ such as awareness and the
‘morality of Confucianism’ as a requirement. Most students in school M in the UK had a
tendency to choose the ‘moral sense’, as awareness and ‘Community Awareness’ as a
requirement. The trend for opinions regarding social issues is as follows. Students make
claims objectively, based on their perspectives ‘for the future’ in the UK. In Japan,
students make claims subjectively, based on the perspectives of ‘present importance’.
The final aim of this research was to understand a theory and a method of citizenship
education peculiar to a country. Schools and the society in which they are based have
different cultures, as Tanaka (2009) has already mentioned. Therefore, integrating
universal citizenship education with different citizenship educational practices across the
country is difficult. Teachers always teach children who are near at hand, and it is
necessary for an educational practice to be based on their inherent type of citizenship.
The teacher lets you know the levels of children’s citizenship awareness. The children
analyse and criticize their own perspectives on citizenship, and they update them as part
of their citizenship education. The objective of this paper was to elucidate the child’s
citizenship based on the citizenship education. The conclusion clarified in this paper did
not show the inclinations of children in the UK and Japan. It did, however, show the
inclinations of the children in two schools. Therefore, this research recommends that a
further investigation is needed to update citizenship particular to a school. However,
based on this analysis, it may be said that I was able to show the attitudes of children in
the two countries toward citizenship.
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