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Abstract: I draw on Dewey’s concept of democratically constituted society to investigate whether 
Japanese schools are organized in a way that students can experience democratic living, by 
examining diversity and interaction within schools. I also rely on Reimer’s notion of citizenship 
education to explore whether schools in Japan foster the competencies necessary to understand, care 
about, and act upon global challenges, by examining the teaching of relevance and development of 
sense of purpose. Based on the analyses of PISA data, I find the following characteristics of 
Japanese education compared to OECD countries: (1) the high school system sorts students not 
only by their academic achievement but simultaneously by their family background, creating the least 
diversified schools; (2) interaction, measured by student participation and debate in class, is low; (3) 
teaching relevance and application of scientific concepts in class are limited; and (4) students have a 
low sense of purpose at the end of compulsory education. The lack of opportunity to practice and 
internalize democratic values in the school, to connect what is being taught to real-world issues, and 
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to develop one’s sense of purpose may partly explain the current youths’ political apathy and why 
there is little youth-led collective activism in Japan.   
Keywords: democracy; education; diversity; relevance; Japan 
 
Los desafíos de la participación democrática en la educación japonesa 
Resumen: Me baso en el concepto de sociedad democráticamente constituida de Dewey para 
investigar si las escuelas japonesas están organizadas de manera que los estudiantes puedan 
experimentar una vida democrática, examinando la diversidad y la interacción dentro de las escuelas. 
También recurro a la noción de educación ciudadana de Reimers para explorar si las escuelas en 
Japón fomentan las competencias necesarias para comprender, preocuparse y actuar ante los 
desafíos globales, examinando la relevancia de la enseñanza y el desarrollo del sentido de propósito. 
Basándome en el análisis de los datos de PISA, encuentro las siguientes características de la 
educación japonesa en comparación con los países de la OCDE: (1) el sistema de educación 
secundaria clasifica a los estudiantes no solo por su rendimiento académico, sino también por su 
origen familiar, lo que crea escuelas con menos diversidad; (2) la interacción, medida por la 
participación y el debate de los estudiantes en clase, es baja; (3) la relevancia de la enseñanza y la 
aplicación de conceptos científicos en clase son limitadas; y (4) los estudiantes tienen un bajo sentido 
de propósito al final de la educación obligatoria. La falta de oportunidades para practicar e 
interiorizar valores democráticos en la escuela, para conectar lo que se enseña con problemas del 
mundo real y para desarrollar el sentido de propósito pueden explicar en parte la apatía política de 
los jóvenes actuales y las razones del escaso activismo colectivo dirigido por la juventud en Japón. 
Palabras clave: democracia; educación; diversidad; relevancia; Japón 
 
Desafios na promoção da participação democrática na educação japonesa 
Resumo: Recorro ao conceito de Dewey sobre sociedade democraticamente constituída para 
investigar se as escolas japonesas estão organizadas de forma que os estudantes possam vivenciar a 
vida democrática, examinando a diversidade e a interação dentro das escolas. Também me baseio na 
noção de educação para a cidadania de Reimer para explorar se as escolas no Japão promovem as 
competências necessárias para compreender, valorizar e agir frente aos desafios globais, ao examinar 
o ensino da relevância e o desenvolvimento do senso de propósito nos alunos. Com base nas 
análises dos dados do PISA, identifico as seguintes características da educação japonesa em 
comparação com os países da OCDE: (1) o sistema de ensino médio classifica os alunos não apenas 
por seu desempenho acadêmico, mas também por seu contexto familiar, criando escolas com menor 
diversidade; (2) a interação, avaliada com base na participação dos alunos e debates em sala de aula, é 
baixa; (3) a relevância e a aplicação de conceitos científicos em sala de aula são limitadas; e (4) os 
estudantes têm baixo senso de propósito ao concluir a  educação básica. A falta de oportunidade 
para praticar e internalizar valores democráticos na escola, conectar o que está sendo ensinado a 
questões do mundo real e desenvolver o senso de propósito pode explicar em parte a apatia política 
dos jovens atuais e por que há pouco ativismo coletivo liderado por jovens no Japão. 
Palavras-chave: democracia; educação; diversidade; relevância; Japão 

 
Challenges in Fostering Democratic Participation in Japanese Education 

 
 One pivotal role of schools is to foster the competencies necessary to understand and act 
upon global challenges that we face in the early 21st century, by cultivating the respectful and ethical 
mind, and developing a sense of purpose in each student (Reimers, 2006). However, some 
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descriptive comparative data shows that Japanese youth may not have fostered these values and 
dispositions to care about and to take a role in addressing the global challenges that the society faces.  
 According to the 2018 survey by the Japanese Cabinet Office, only 10.8% of Japanese youth 
agreed that they would “want to get involved in resolving social issues for the betterment of 
society,” compared to 43.9% of American youth1 (Cabinet Office, 2018). This is alarming when 
considering the current major issues affecting Japanese society, such as resource poverty, import 
dependence, population crisis, stagnant economy, rising inequality, Internet hate speech, and 
journalism’s legitimacy, need to be dealt with public awareness and collective actions (Nguyen, 
2022). Despite some recent youth street demonstrations such as Fridays for Future, inspired by 
Greta Thunberg, Japan is a country known for relatively few large scale protests and student-led 
activism (Rauner, 2020). Japanese youth are also characterized by political apathy, which is evident in 
the strikingly low voting rate of this population group. In the 2021 House of Representatives 
Election, the voting rate was 36% for people in their 20s, compared to 71% for people in their 60s 
(MIC, 2021). These data urge us to question whether the current Japanese schools are adequately 
serving the democratic purposes, by preparing students to understand the global challenges, to care 
about them, and to gain the skills to address them. 
 

Conceptual Framework 

 I draw on two literatures as my conceptual framework to investigate the relationship 
between schools and democracy in Japan. First, the seminal work by John Dewey on democracy and 
education provides us with crucial insights on how to think about the relationship between schools 
and democracy. According to Dewey (1916/2018), “Democracy is more than a form of government; 
[…] it is primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated experience” (pp. 93). 
Dewey argued that for nation-states to become more democratic, students need to internalize 
democratic ideas and values through experiencing democratic living, not through reading and 
hearing about democracy from teachers. In a school setting, democracy is not about what is taught, 
but how students interact with teachers and peers, how schools are organized to encourage their 
communication, and how students are sorted into schools. Dewey (1916/2018) highlighted two 
elements that characterize a democratically constituted society. One is diversity, having numerous 
and varied perspectives. Second is free interaction, where there is equal opportunity for each 
member to receive and take from others, and where members have the chance to readjust and 
change their ways of thinking through encountering new situations produced by the interaction. 
Dewey claimed that students experience democratic living and internalize democratic values through 
having varied perspectives and open interaction among different members of the school. Banks 
(2004) further elaborated on the latter point of interaction, explaining that democracy is best learned 
in a setting where participation is encouraged, where views can be expressed openly and discussed, 
where there is freedom of expression for both pupils and teachers. In this paper, I investigate: (1) to 
what extent Japanese school systems are organized to provide diversity to its members, and (2) to 
what extent interaction and participation are encouraged in Japanese classroom setting. 
  The second framework draws on Reimers’ (2006) argument that we need to redefine 
educational quality to explicitly include civic purposes of schools in order for schools to foster the 
competencies necessary to understand and act upon global challenges. For example, that schools 
educate people with skills to help them make sense of the global events and issues and become 

                                                 
1 It should be noted that the survey defines youth broadly and targets 13 to 29-year-olds. When combining 
“agree” and “somewhat agree”, the value is 42.3% for Japan and 72.6% for USA. 
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agents of change who contribute to global peace and stability efforts should be considered as an 
indicator of educational quality. By doing so, schools can serve the public and democratic purposes 
of schooling. Reimers (2006, 2020) also pointed out that what is taught in school needs to be 
relevant to global issues and should help students develop a sense of purpose. For example, if 
science teaching and learning is detached from the real world, students may not have the interest to 
learn about the causes of climate change or environment issues. If students do not develop a sense 
of purpose, they may not think of global issues as their own issues or view themselves as having the 
responsibility and the power to act upon global challenges. Building on these ideas, I also examine: 
(3) to what extent the current Japanese teaching and learning emphasizes relevance, and (4) to what 
extent Japanese students develop a sense of purpose as they go through the education system. These 
four questions allow us to look at the relationship between democracy and education at multiple 
levels, through the organization of schools (system level), interaction and teaching (classroom level), 
and student development (student level).   
 

Data 

 In this paper, I use PISA 2015 and PISA 2018 data to explore the four questions raised in 
the previous section. PISA data is useful to answer these questions for two reasons. First, it is a 
comparative data that allows us to look at Japan from a comparative and relative perspective. 
Second, PISA targets 15-year-old students, which is the age that marks the end of compulsory 
education in Japan. These data, then, allow us to examine whether the accumulation of the education 
that students have received up to this point has cultivated the respectful and ethical mind.  
 To look at diversity within schools, I use PISA 2018 data, as it is the most recent data 
available. I also use the 2018 data for looking at students’ sense of purpose and meaning of life, 
because PISA 2018 added new questions in this concept that were not included in the prior cycles. I 
use 2015 data to examine the extent of interaction and relevance, because PISA 2015 had several 
questions on whether students are given opportunities to debate and argue and whether teachers 
explain relevance and application when learning science.2 I limit the sample to OECD countries, and 
37 countries are included in the analyses. Participating countries and number of students are shown 
in Table A1, and data and variables used in the analyses are summarized in Table A2. 
 

Concepts and Findings 
Diversity within the School 

 First, with a focus on education as a system, I examine to what extent Japanese schools as an 
institution are organized to provide diversity to its members. Do students have the chance to 
interact with students from different background and mindset than themselves in the school they 
attend, and how large or small is that diversity compared to other OECD countries? In this paper, I 
focus on diversity in terms of students’ SES and academic achievement. To look at the extent of 
diversity within schools, I employ a hierarchical linear model for each country, and use three 
metrics.3 The percentage of variance in SES within-schools will show whether students are 
homogeneous or heterogeneous with their peers in terms of their family background. The 
percentage of variance in achievement within-schools will show whether students are homogeneous 
or heterogeneous with their peers in terms of their academic achievement level. Finally, the school-

                                                 
2 Few questions related to debate and relevancy in reading setting are also included in the more recent PISA 
2018, but PISA 2015 has more extensive questions in these concepts. 
3 I use the software HLM 8. I use w_fstuwt for weights, and 10 plausible values for estimating reading score. 
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level association between SES and achievement will show to what extent schools are stratified by 
both student achievement and SES. If schools are highly stratified, it will suggest that schools differ 
greatly in their composition. For the measure of achievement, I use reading score, as reading is the 
main domain in PISA 2018. For the measure of SES, I use the PISA economic, social and cultural 
status (ESCS) composite score, which is comprised of parental occupation, parental education, 
home possessions related to family wealth, and home educational resources, and has a mean of zero 
and standard deviation of one across OECD countries.  
 Figure 1 shows the amount of variance in SES, decomposed it into within-school and 
between-schools and sorted by the percentage of variance in SES that lies within-schools. For 
example, in countries like Norway, Iceland, and Finland, approximately 90% of the variance in 
students’ socio-economic status lie within-schools. The diversity within schools is large and students 
are likely to encounter students from very different family background within a school, regardless of 
which school a student attends. On the other hand, in countries like Chile and Mexico, more than 
half of the variance in SES lie between-schools. The family background of peer students will vary 
greatly depending on which school a student attends, and the diversity within schools is limited. In 
Japan, 39% of the variance in SES lies within-schools. By this metric, Japan is in the middle, 
somewhat closer to the right, countries with relatively large within-school SES variance. It is also 
worth noting that that the overall variance in SES, the sum of within-school and between-school 
variance, is relatively small in Japan. 
 
Figure 1  

Variance in SES Within-Schools 
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 Figure 2 shows the amount of variance in achievement within-school and between-schools 
and is sorted by the percentage of variance in achievement that lies within-schools. In countries like 
Iceland, Finland, and Norway and Canada, 90% of the variance in achievement is found within-
schools, whereas in countries like Hungary, Turkey, the Netherlands, and the Czech Republic, less 
than half of the variance in achievement is within-schools. Students in the former countries are more 
likely to be in a diverse school with students of varying achievement level, whereas students in the 
latter countries will be in a non-diverse school, where the peers’ achievement level will be 
homogeneous and differ greatly depending on which school the student attends. In Japan, 61% of 
the variance in achievement is found within-schools. By this metric, Japan is again in the middle, but 
somewhat closer to the left, countries with relatively little within-school achievement variance. 
Looking at these two metrics, high schools in Japan are not homogenous but also not very diverse in 
terms of their SES or achievement, compared to other OECD countries. 
 

Figure 2  

Variance in Achievement Within-Schools 
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 Lastly, I turn to the school-level association between SES and achievement. Figure 3 shows 
the expected difference between the means of two schools, which differ by one unit in mean SES.4 
For example, in the Netherlands, a school with many affluent students (school mean SES being one 
standard deviation above average) will have 143 points higher mean score than an average SES 
school, whereas in Spain, the score difference between those two schools will be only 43 points. 
Japan has the second highest association between SES and achievement at the school level. This 
indicates that schools with many high achieving students tend to have the most affluent students, 
whereas schools with many low achieving students tend to have the most disadvantaged students. In 
the case of Japan, PISA is conducted in June of first year of high school, 10th grade. Considering 
that the school year starts in April, and that majority of students have to take the entrance exam to 
get into high school, the association should be interpreted not as school effects, but rather selection 
effects. In other words, high SES students tend to enter schools dominated by high achieving 
students. Although Japan ranks in the middle in terms of diversity within schools, when looking at 
SES and achievement independently, it is one of the least diversified within schools, or put 
differently, most stratified between-schools when we combine the two factors.  
 
Figure 3  

Expected Difference in the Mean Reading Score of Two Schools which Differ by One Unit in Mean SES 
  

 
  

                                                 
4 For Figure 3, I run the below model with group-mean centered ESCS, as my interest is in decomposing into 

within- and between-group components. 𝛾01 will represent the expected difference between the means of 
two schools, which differ by one unit in mean SES. 

𝑦𝑖𝑗 = 𝛽0𝑗 + 𝛽1𝑗(𝐸𝑆𝐶𝑆𝑖𝑗) + 𝑟𝑖𝑗 

𝛽0𝑗 = 𝛾00 + 𝛾01(𝑀𝐸𝑆𝐶𝑆𝑗) + 𝑢0𝑗 

𝛽1𝑗 = 𝛾10 
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 In Japan, there is a clear ranking of schools at the high school level, which is widely 
recognized through the so-called ‘hensachi.’ Hensachi is a standard deviation score which tells how far 
from the statistical mean a typical student admitted to a given school scores on a test and is 
commonly perceived as a measure representing how difficult it is to get into the school. Hensachi 
creates a school ranking that is solely based on test score, and finely places every school on a normal 
curve from the top to the bottom, which results in a rigid hierarchical ranking of schools (Takeuchi, 
1995). In addition, because the entrance into high school is primarily based on test score, a majority 
of parents invest heavily in juku (shadow education) to prepare their children for the entrance exam 
to get into higher ranking schools (BERD, 2017). Such widely institutionalized testing, sorting and 
shadow education creates a highly standardized and stratified educational structure (Taki, 2020), and 
may explain why high-rankings schools are dominated by high achieving and high SES students and 
low-ranking schools are dominated by low achieving and low SES students. It has also been shown 
that high achieving schools are not only homogeneous in terms of their SES, but also in their study 
habit, motivation, and educational expectation (Matsuoka, 2019; Nonoyama-Tarumi, 2019).  Based 
on this metric, one can conclude that high schools in Japan, compared to many other OCED 
countries, are highly stratified across schools and least diversified within schools. Depending on 
which school a student attends, the student is likely to interact with students from very different 
family background and academic ability. Across Japan, high achieving students are likely to be 
surrounded by students who place a high value on studying and expect to go to college. For these 
students, they may have little chance to grasp the issue of inequality or living in poverty as they 
rarely see or interact with disadvantaged students once they enter high school. With little diversity in 
achievement level and family background inside a school, it is hard to have varied perspectives. One 
crucial aspect of building and sustaining democracy is the ability to reach out to new and different 
people, and to find common ground with people one may disagree with by listening and having an 
open mind, but the chance to do so will be limited if there is little diversity in the school to start 
with. The Japanese high school selection mechanism may be an efficient way to sort students by 
their ability, but because it also sorts students by their family background, it may have detrimental 
consequence in terms of the chance for students to experience diversity and democracy.       
 

Interaction within the Classroom 

 Next, I focus on classroom within the school, and investigate to what extent interaction and 
student participation is encouraged in Japanese classroom setting. As a measure of interaction, I use 
the responses to “Students are required to argue about science questions,” “There is a class debate 
about investigations,” and “Students are given opportunities to explain their ideas.”5  I construct a 
composite index, which summarizes the above three questions by taking the first principal 
component (Eigen value 1.88, 63% of variance explained).6 The construct indicates not only the 
horizontal interaction among classmates, but the vertical interaction between teacher and students.  

                                                 
5 The questions are asked as “When learning <school science> topics at school, how often do the following 
activities occur?” and the responses are “In all lessons,” “In most lessons,” “In some lessons,” and “Never or 
hardly ever.” 
6 As the purpose is to compare the score across countries, I run a principal component across all OECD 
countries. I use the senate weight (senwt) so that each country contributes equally. However, in presenting 
the score for each country (Appendix 3), I use the regular weight (w_fstuwt) so that the estimates represent 
the population of each country. 
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 Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for each question included in the interaction index, 
comparing Japan and OECD average.7 The score ranges from 1 to 4, and higher value indicates 
more student participation and discussion within a class. In all three questions, the average of 
Japanese students is lower than the average of OECD countries. In addition, the percentage of 
students that responded “never or hardly ever” is about two times larger for Japan than OECD 
countries. Table 1 also shows the mean of interaction composite index. The value for Japanese 
students is 0.71 standard deviation below the OECD mean, and the difference is statistically 
significant (t (5,118) = -56.24 p<.000). The value is the lowest among OECD countries (Results 
shown in Table A3).  
 One can conclude that on average, students are given less opportunities to explain their 
ideas, to argue, and to debate in class in Japanese schools, compared to other OECD countries. If 
students are not encouraged to vocalize their ideas and to exchange their thoughts, they may not 
internalize the value of democratic participation, receiving and taking from others and readjusting 
one’s ways of thinking through encountering new situations produced by the interaction. 
 
Table 1  

Descriptive Statistics for Interaction in Classroom 

  Japan OECD countries 

  M SD Never 
or 
hardly 
ever 
(%) 

In 
some 
lessons  
(%) 

In 
most 
lessons  
(%) 

In all 
lessons 
(%) 

M SD Never 
or 
hardly 
ever 
(%) 

In 
some 
lessons  
(%) 

In 
most 
lessons  
(%) 

In all 
lessons 
(%) 

Students are 
given 
opportunities 
to explain 
their ideas. 

2.48 0.97 16.85 35.81 30.02 17.33 2.94 0.94 7.95 23.69 35.00 33.36 

Students are 
required to 
argue about 
science 
questions. 

1.55 0.81 61.33 26.44 8.25 3.99 2.08 0.94 30.71 39.89 20.09 9.32 

There is a 
class debate 
about 
investigations. 

1.38 0.73 73.29 18.00 5.74 2.97 1.97 0.94 37.36 36.82 17.39 8.43 

Interaction 
composite 
index 

-0.71 0.88 
 

        0.00 1.00         

Note: Mean and SD for each item are computed, treating the Likert scale (1 to 4) as a continuous variable. 

 
 Teaching Relevance 

 Next, with a focus on teaching style within the classroom, I examine to what extent the 
current Japanese teaching and learning emphasizes relevance. For this construct, I use the two 
questions, “The teacher explains how a <school science> idea can be applied to a number of 

                                                 
7 The OECD average is computed with senate weight (senwt), which assumes a population of 5000 in each 
country, and hence each country contributes equally in computing the average. 
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different phenomena (e.g. the movement of objects, substances with similar properties),” and “The 
teacher clearly explains the relevance of <broad science> concepts to our lives.”8  I compute the 
average of the two measures and standardize so that the composite index has a mean of zero and 
standard deviation of one across OECD countries.  
 Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics for each question. For both questions, the average 
for Japan is lower than the average for OECD countries, and the percentage of students that 
responded teachers “never or hardly ever” (explain how ideas can be applied or how it is relevant to 
the students’ lives) is approximately two times larger than that of students in OECD countries. 
Table 2 also shows the mean of teaching relevance index. The value for Japanese students is 0.48 
standard deviation below the OECD mean, and the difference is statistically significant (t (5,096) = -
32.82, p<.001). The value is again the lowest among OECD countries (Results shown in Table A4).  
 The result should be interpreted with caution as the index is based on students’ perceptions. 
Nevertheless, the emphasis on teaching relevance of what is learnt and applying science concepts to 
real life issues appears to be relatively low in Japan. If students do not see their learning to be 
relevant, they are less likely to use their scientific learning to improve the society.  
 

Table 2  

Descriptive Statistics for Teaching Relevance 

  Japan OECD countries 

  M SD Never 
or 
hardly 
ever 
(%) 

In 
some 
lessons 
(%) 

In 
most 
lessons 
(%) 

In all 
lessons 
(%) 

M SD Never 
or 
hardly 
ever 
(%) 

In 
some 
lessons 
(%) 

In 
most 
lessons 
(%) 

In all 
lessons 
(%) 

The teacher 
explains 
how a 
<school 
science> 
idea can be 
applied to 
different 
phenomena. 

2.30 0.94 21.49 38.72 27.74 12.06 2.72 0.92 10.01 30.71 36.63 22.65 

The teacher 
clearly 
explains 
relevance of 
<broad 
science> 
concepts to 
our lives. 

2.15 0.98 29.56 37.41 21.36 11.67 2.54 0.97 15.59 34.36 30.68 19.36 

Teaching 
relevance 
composite 
index 

-0.48 1.03         0.00 1.00         

 
 

 

 

                                                 
8 The question headings and the response items are identical to the questions related to interaction. 
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Students’ Sense of Purpose 

 Lastly, with a focus on students, I explore to what extent Japanese students develop a sense 
of purpose as they go through the education system. For this construct, I use the questions “My life 
has clear meaning or purpose," "I have discovered a satisfactory meaning in life,” and “I have a clear 
sense of what gives meaning to my life.” The response ranges from 1 “strongly disagree” to 4 
strongly agree.” I construct a composite index, which summarizes the above three questions across 
OECD countries by taking the first principal component (Eigen value 2.35, 78% of variance 
explained) 
 Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics for each question. For all questions, the average of 
Japan is lower than that of the OECD countries, indicating that Japanese students, at the end of the 
compulsory education, on average have a lower sense of purpose. When I compare the mean of 
sense of purpose index, , the value for Japanese students is 0.41 standard deviation below the 
OECD mean, and the difference is statistically significant (t (5,235) = -28.75, p<.001). The value is 
again the lowest among OECD countries (Results shown in Table A5). 
 On average, Japanese students tend to have less clear purpose to life or sense of what gives 
meaning to their life. If students don’t have a sense of purpose, they may not see themselves as 
agents of change and be less concerned with issues in the larger society. 
 
Table 3  

Descriptive Statistics for Student’s Sense of Purpose 

  Japan OECD countries 

  M SD Never 
or 
hardly 
ever 
(%) 

In 
some 
lessons 
(%) 

In 
most 
lessons 
(%) 

In all 
lessons 
(%) 

M SD Never 
or 
hardly 
ever 
(%) 

In 
some 
lessons 
(%) 

In 
most 
lessons 
(%) 

In all 
lessons 
(%) 

My life  
has clear 
meaning or 
purpose. 

2.62 0.87 9.73 34.52 39.68 16.06 2.82 0.86 7.57 24.57 46.27 21.59 

I have 
discovered 
a 
satisfactory 
meaning in 
life. 

2.40 0.84 12.06 46.69 30.13 11.11 2.70 0.83 7.81 30.40 45.42 16.38 

I have a 
clear sense 
of what 
gives 
meaning to 
my life. 

2.37 0.87 14.54 45.88 27.82 11.76 2.78 0.87 8.10 26.46 44.38 21.06 

Sense of 
purpose 
composite 
index 

-
0.41 

1.01         0.00 1.00         
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Conclusion and Discussion 

 In this paper, I examined the relationship between democratic participation and education in 
Japan. I relied on Dewey’s (1916/2018) framework to investigate to what extent students are 
experiencing democratic living and democratically constituted society by looking at diversity and 
interaction within schools. I then drew on Reimer’s (2005) framework to examine whether schools 
are serving the democratic purposes and developing global citizenship, by focusing on teaching of 
relevance and students’ development of sense of purpose. Based on the analyses of PISA data, I 
found that at the system level, high schools in Japan sort students not only by their academic 
achievement but simultaneously by their family background, creating homogenous schools. When 
examining what happens inside the classroom, the interaction among students or student 
participation, and teaching relevance and application of scientific concepts tend to be limited, 
compared to other OECD countries. Finally, when focusing on student development, Japanese high 
school students have a low sense of purpose, compared to students in other OECD countries. 
 The analyses are limited in a few ways. In looking at diversity, the analyses focused on family 
SES, but other dimensions such as immigration status should also be analyzed, given the growing 
population of non-Japanese. As this study is based on secondary analyses of PISA data, the available 
items do not make up a strong measure of the constructs of interest in this study— interaction, 
teaching relevance, and sense of purpose. For example, the three questions I used for the construct 
interaction were part of the eight questions that OECD uses to measure the construct inquiry-based 
science teaching and learning. Further, the questions related to interaction and relevance are asked in 
the context of science subjects and may not capture general classroom interaction and teaching 
relevance. In looking at students’ development of sense of purpose, I assume that it is a result of the 
schooling system, but it is also the result of socialization by families, media, and larger cultural 
norms, which I am unable to disentangle in the analyses. Lastly, PISA is a cross-sectional data, and 
although useful in understanding the relative situation of Japan by comparing with other countries, 
the data do not show how these aspects change or grow across grade level.  
 In considering policy implications for how Japanese schools can better serve the democratic 
purposes and prepare students to become global citizens who can understand global challenges, care 
about them, and act upon them, I highlight two points. The stratified high school system that creates 
academically and socially homogeneous schools in Japan is a crucial aspect to scrutinize in thinking 
about democracy and education. Murphy-Shigematsu (2004) points out that although Japanese 
schools emphasize the building an empathetic community through encouraging students to 
cooperate and care for one another, this does not easily extend to caring for and empathizing with 
those of other cultures. He argues that this is because homogeneity is valued and children do not 
experience the impact of diversity in their daily lives. Empathy toward those from different 
backgrounds is much more challenging than empathy toward those with whom one is familiar. It 
does not come naturally and needs to be practiced through daily school life. Students who are 
members of homogenous schools are denied the chance to reach out to, learn from, and care for 
those who are different from them. Democracy is precisely about listening to those who are 
different, giving each other the benefit of the doubt, and trying to find common ground. Students 
cannot experience democratic living and a democratically constituted society without diversity and 
interaction.  
 Secondly, I speculate on why Japanese students develop a low sense of purpose and rarely 
take collective action to improve the society. Chen (2021) compared the official rhetoric of social 
justice in citizenship education in Japan and China and highlighted how justice is framed in Japanese 
education. He concluded that social justice in the Japanese discourse focuses on respect for other as 
an issue of interpersonal relation rather than a structural condition requiring redistribution. Second, 
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injustice is perceived as eliminable through identical treatment, rather than through affirming the 
difference and treating differentially. Third, a majority of narrative concentrates on individual actions 
rather than a collective action. If students are used to being treated identically as all other students in 
the class, and if they perceive justice only as a result of individual action and interpersonal relation, 
they are less likely to collectively act and demand for change in structural conditions. In trying to 
foster a sense of purpose and self-efficacy as an agent of change, it may be necessary to reflect on 
the myth of identical treatment of students as well as the over-emphasis on individual action and 
relationship in Japanese schooling. 
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Appendix 

Table A1  

PISA Participating Countries and Number of Students 

Country PISA2018 PISA2015 

Australia 14,273  14,530  

Austria 6,802  7,007  

Belgium 8,475  9,651  

Canada 22,653  20,058  

Chile 7,621  7,053  

Colombia 7,522  - 

Czech Republic 7,019  6,894  

Denmark 7,657  7,161  

Estonia 5,316  5,587  

Finland 5,649  5,882  

France 6,308  6,108  

Germany 5,451  6,504  

Greece 6,403  5,532  

Hungary 5,132  5,658  

Iceland 3,296  3,371  

Ireland 5,577  5,741  

Israel 6,623  6,598  

Italy 11,785  11,583  

Japan 6,109  6,647  

Korea 6,650  5,581  

Latvia 5,303  4,869  

Lithuania 6,885  - 

Luxembourg 5,230  5,299  

Mexico 7,299  7,568  

Netherlands 4,765  5,385  

New Zealand 6,173  4,520  

Norway 5,813  5,456  

Poland 5,625  4,478  

Portugal 5,932  7,325  

Slovak Republic 5,965  6,350  

Slovenia 6,401  6,406  

Spain 35,943  6,736  

Sweden 5,504  5,458  

Switzerland 5,822  5,860  

Turkey 6,890  5,895  

United Kingdom 13,818  14,157  

United States 4,838  5,712  
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Table A2  

Data and Variables Used in the Analyses 

 Concept Analysis Data  File name Variable name 

Diversity within schools Figures 1-3 PISA 2018 CY07_MSU_STU_QQQ.sav pv1read-pv10read 
escs     

Interaction Table 1 PISA 2015 CY6_MS_CMB_STU_QQQ.sav st098Q01TA 
    st098Q03NA 
    st098Q08NA 

Teaching relevance Table 2 PISA 2015 CY6_MS_CMB_STU_QQQ.sav st098Q06TA 
    st098Q09TA 

Sense of purpose Table 3 PISA 2018 CY07_MSU_STU_QQQ.sav ST185Q01HA  
    ST185Q02HA 

        ST185Q03HA 

 
Table A3  

Mean for Interaction Index  

Country Mean SE 

Japan -0.71 (0.02) 
Korea -0.66 (0.02) 
Netherlands -0.43 (0.02) 
Finland -0.35 (0.02) 
Ireland -0.27 (0.02) 
United Kingdom -0.25 (0.02) 
Hungary -0.20 (0.02) 
Spain -0.18 (0.02) 
Slovak Republic -0.17 (0.02) 
Belgium -0.14 (0.02) 
Austria -0.07 (0.03) 
Estonia -0.06 (0.02) 
Australia -0.06 (0.01) 
New Zealand -0.01 (0.02) 
Poland 0.00 (0.02) 
Latvia 0.01 (0.02) 
Czech Republic 0.03 (0.02) 
Chile 0.04 (0.02) 
Canada 0.07 (0.02) 
Norway 0.07 (0.02) 
United States 0.08 (0.03) 
Italy 0.08 (0.02) 
Iceland 0.09 (0.02) 
Greece 0.10 (0.02) 
Germany 0.13 (0.02) 
France 0.18 (0.02) 
Luxembourg 0.22 (0.01) 
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Country Mean SE 
Israel 0.22 (0.02) 
Switzerland 0.26 (0.02) 
Denmark 0.28 (0.02) 
Slovenia 0.32 (0.02) 
Mexico 0.33 (0.03) 
Sweden 0.37 (0.02) 
Portugal 0.47 (0.02) 
Turkey 0.53 (0.02) 

Note: SE is computed using replicate weights. 

 

Table A4  

Mean for Teaching Relevance Index 

Country Mean SD 

Japan -0.48 (0.02) 

Netherlands -0.34 (0.02) 

Italy -0.30 (0.02) 

Germany -0.23 (0.02) 

Austria -0.22 (0.02) 

Norway -0.18 (0.02) 

Slovenia -0.17 (0.02) 

Belgium -0.16 (0.02) 

Korea -0.16 (0.02) 

Slovak Republic -0.13 (0.02) 

Finland -0.13 (0.02) 

Greece -0.09 (0.02) 

Israel -0.09 (0.02) 

France -0.07 (0.02) 

Spain -0.06 (0.02) 

Iceland -0.05 (0.02) 

United Kingdom -0.02 (0.02) 

Czech Republic -0.02 (0.02) 

Poland 0.01 (0.02) 

Luxembourg 0.02 (0.02) 

Switzerland 0.03 (0.02) 

Estonia 0.06 (0.02) 

Hungary 0.07 (0.02) 

Sweden 0.09 (0.02) 

Ireland 0.10 (0.02) 

Turkey 0.10 (0.02) 

Latvia 0.18 (0.01) 

New Zealand 0.19 (0.02) 

United States 0.20 (0.02) 

Australia 0.21 (0.01) 
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Country Mean SD 

Chile 0.24 (0.02) 

Portugal 0.25 (0.02) 

Denmark 0.25 (0.02) 

Canada 0.33 (0.01) 

Mexico 0.45 (0.02) 

 
Table A5  

Mean for Sense of Purpose Index 

Country Mean SE 

Japan -0.41 (0.02) 
United Kingdom -0.27 (0.02) 
Czech Republic -0.22 (0.01) 
Ireland -0.19 (0.01) 
Netherlands -0.17 (0.02) 
Hungary -0.16 (0.02) 
Sweden -0.13 (0.02) 
Australia -0.11 (0.01) 
Italy -0.11 (0.01) 
Iceland -0.10 (0.02) 
Latvia -0.08 (0.01) 
Poland -0.08 (0.02) 
Estonia -0.06 (0.01) 
Slovak Republic -0.04 (0.01) 
Denmark -0.03 (0.01) 
Belgium 0.00 (0.02) 
Slovenia 0.01 (0.02) 
Greece 0.02 (0.01) 
Finland 0.05 (0.01) 
Luxembourg 0.06 (0.02) 
Korea 0.08 (0.01) 
Portugal 0.08 (0.02) 
Spain 0.08 (0.01) 
Germany 0.09 (0.02) 
France 0.09 (0.01) 
Lithuania 0.09 (0.01) 
United States 0.10 (0.02) 
Austria 0.13 (0.02) 
Turkey 0.15 (0.01) 
Chile 0.15 (0.02) 
Switzerland 0.19 (0.02) 
Colombia 0.45 (0.01) 
Mexico 0.47 (0.02) 

 


