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The aim of this paper is to examine the possibility of how higher educa-
tion can develop citizenship education within Japan. For this purpose, we will 
explore the background and history, the defi nitions, and the big picture of cur-
ricula as well as the goals of Tokai public achievement-style education as citi-
zenship education, and its practices since the program commenced in 2017. 
Also, we try to identify successful key factors and some future challenges of cit-
izenship education in higher education. As a result, we conclude that Public 
Achievement is not merely a set of educational methods, but a philosophy that 
values self-directed learning by individual citizens and encourages their authen-
tic participation in creating a collective learning culture. To facilitate citizen-
ship education further, the university also needs to create a learning culture to 
value this authentic participation of students, faculty, and staff  in operating its 
organization and surrounding society. 
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1. Introduction

During the last decade, it has been widely stressed in Japan that “nurturing citizens” 
while considering the characteristics of 21st century society and youth is one of the most im-
portant goals for higher education (MEXT 2008). However, there are relatively few higher 
education institutes that focus on citizenship in their education, and few examples of citizen-
ship education have been reported (Sasai & Nakamura, 2013). Tokai University, one of the 
largest universities in Japan, with around 30,000 students in total, has a history of providing 
citizenship education since its foundation in 1946. After almost seven decades, in 2013, it 
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has begun to restructure its model of citizenship education based on the concepts and meth-
ods of “Public Achievement” (PA), a model of youth-led civic education. PA, based on free 
spaces and public work, is the wellspring of the new transdisciplinary fi eld of civic studies, 
which disseminates resources for civic life and citizen action (Boyte, 2018, September). Ac-
cording to Boyte, who led the development of PA (2018, September), for a positive future of 
democracy, we need citizens who can talk and think well about what it means to be a citizen 
in a democracy, having the requisite skills and forming habits to put strong citizenship into 
practice. Thus, this paper examines how higher education in Japan can develop citizenship 
education, infusing PA concepts and methods based on Tokai’s experience. For this purpose, 
first, we describe the background, history, and definition of citizenship education at Tokai 
University. Second, we set out the big picture of the curricula, as well as the goals of Tokai 
PA-style education. Thirdly, we explore the program’s practices since it commenced in 2017. 
Finally, referring to the idea and concept of PA as citizenship education, we present the 
challenges and possibilities of PA-style education at Tokai University and identify the key 
factors for its success as well as future challenges for citizenship education as part of higher 
education. 

2. The History of Citizenship Education at Tokai University

Tokai University, since its foundation in 1946, has been closely linked with the concept 
of the “folk” high schools of Denmark (Folkehøjskole in Danish). Dr. Shigeyoshi Matsumae, 
the founder, was a champion of the Danish philosopher N. F. S. Grundtvig (1783–1872), who 
advocated the Folkehøjskole system. Inspired by Grundtvig’s philosophy, the university’s 
mission from the outset has been to nurture youth as local and global citizens. Dr. Matsumae 
used the phrase “Chikyu Shimin” to describe global citizens in Japanese. He aimed to devel-
op global citizenship in higher education (Boyte, 2019).

In 2006, Tokai University founded the Student Project Center with the educational mis-
sion to foster three competencies for social participation: the abilities to cooperate with oth-
ers, deal with challenging issues, and accomplish goals. The Center later added another com-
petency, the ability to think autonomously. Its primary role has been to provide financial, 
technical, and personnel support for student projects, selected based on students’ applications 
each year. These projects provide an opportunity for students to acquire experientially these 
four competencies through activities they plan and implement on their own, with advice from 
faculty and staff . In their projects, students work to tackle social issues while interacting with 
others, including people from outside the university. Through such activities, they develop 
themselves as individual citizens. As of July 2019, there are 40 projects with 1,535 registered 
students at seven campuses throughout the country. In the past 13 years, issues addressed in 
the projects have ranged from the global in nature to those focused on local communities. 
Thus, the projects have produced domestic and international achievements and facilitated the 
development of local and global citizens. 

In addition to supporting student projects, the Center has provided courses as part of un-
dergraduate programs for students in all faculties and departments. These courses, with titles 
such as “Introduction to Competency in Cooperating with Others (or the three other listed 
competencies)” and “Exercise for Competency in Dealing with Challenging Issues (or the 
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three other listed competencies)” have been aimed at developing the above four social com-
petencies. The courses are open to all students, including those who do not participate in the 
student projects, to nurture these competencies as local and global citizens.

Based on the experience of the Student Project Center, Tokai University launched a pro-
ject called “Promotion of the Center of Community (COC)” in 2013, funded by the Ministry 
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology. The funding was aimed at supporting 
the promotion of community-oriented education, research, and social contribution throughout 
the university (MEXT, 2013). The university recognized the strong link between its original 
mission to nurture local and global citizens and the aim of COC in encouraging communi-
ty-oriented education. While its working group was exploring eff ective models of this educa-
tion to develop the four competencies and citizenship of students, they encountered the con-
cept of “Public Achievement (PA)”, developed as an advanced form of youth citizenship 
education since 1990, primarily at the University of Minnesota in the United States (Augs-
burg University n.d., Boyte 2015).

3. Tokai University’s New Initiative: PA-style Education

PA is a practice of political and social participation that is aimed at nurturing the moti-
vation of citizens alongside the skills they need to build a democratic society. This is 
achieved by creating opportunities for authentic participation (Furuta 2015). Thus, PA educa-
tion activities provide students with opportunities for true participation, creating public spaces 
in society as critical spaces (Kodama 2003). In the critical space of PA education activities, 
when teachers experience conflicts and tensions with students, they can deconstruct power 
and transform themselves as political coordinators (Kodama, 2003). Thus, the critical space is 
a place where students and faculty can learn from each other cooperatively. Boyte calls such 
spaces “free spaces,” stressing that the culture of learning in free spaces creates ways to 
bridge the “traditional” and “modern” in educational styles and ways of thinking and acting 
(2018). Such learning opportunities empower students to feel that “I can actually change 
things if I try” (Donovan, 2014). In addition, PA is an “educational approach that encourages 
the students’ self-directed learning” (Donovan, 2014). Young people (students) play leader-
ship roles and “adults” – including faculty and staff  – are there in a support role (i.e., coach-
es, coordinators or information providers). Students experience self-directed learning by re-
solving public problems or issues on their own. Furthermore, PA encourages the university to 
go beyond its boundaries and collaborate with communities to nurture citizenship values 
among young people (Erlanson & Hildreth, 1998). 

Based on this concept, Tokai University started developing “PA-style” education as part 
of its COC project, mentioned above. Its aim has been to promote further cooperation with 
the local community to create opportunities for students to develop as local and global citi-
zens, who can participate in resolving public issues of the local and global community. 
Based on an in-depth review of the PA literature and practices developed by American uni-
versities, the working team created a framework for PA-style education at Tokai. They de-
fi ned it as developing active citizens who can work with others to meet challenges and solve 
public problems at the local or global level. To achieve this purpose, the principal goals were 
set as follows: learning empirically how to co-create a democratic society through delibera-
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tion and project-based learning and developing social and practical skills such as active lis-
tening, imagining and creating, connecting problems to larger issues (i.e., seeing the “big pic-
ture”), defi ning a problem, defi ning a project, building consensus, deliberating, evaluating a 
project eff ort, and facilitating meetings as an active citizen. This PA-style education was built 
upon the philosophy of PA as a theoretical framework, rather than emulating its original edu-
cational methodology. The PA-style courses are designed to connect students’ self-interest 
with their public lives, and to encourage their civic engagement to solve public issues, in-
cluding participation in student projects and their wider society. To support students learning 
“how to learn” in an active, self-directed manner, the courses apply active learning methods 
including collaborative learning and learning through debates, interviews, group discussions, 
presentations and roleplay. In terms of the university organization, the Center for Liberal 
Arts was established in 2017, reforming the former Liberal Arts Education Center, to set up 
the Student Project Center as its sub-body, taking a role in designing and implementing uni-
versity-wide PA-style education as the core of the university’s liberal arts education.

In the 2018 academic year, Tokai University launched its PA-style education curriculum 
as an initiative to promote further citizenship education for its 30,000 students at seven cam-
puses (Fig. 1 and Table 1). The new curriculum includes four basic PA courses – “Citizen-
ship”, “Volunteers”, “Understanding Local Communities”, and “Understanding Global Com-
munities” – that are compulsory for the fi rst-year students of all departments across twenty 
faculties, except for medical students. In addition, those students who seek to develop their 
social participation competencies and citizenship further can proceed to advanced PA courses, 
which provide an opportunity to explore further public issues of their interest, and to plan 
and implement their activities for solving such issues, or to refl ect on their experiences in 
their own student project activities. 

For the compulsory basic courses, students are divided into classes consisting of around 
60 students from two or three diff erent departments. In addition to the faculty of the Center 
for Liberal Arts, lecturers in diff erent faculties who are in their fi rst or second year at Tokai 
are assigned to these courses, to share the educational philosophy of PA as a common value 

Figure 1: The Big Picture of the PA-style Education System at Tokai University
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across the university. The Center for Liberal Arts provides faculty development workshops to 
these lecturers to share methods and skills to facilitate the courses. Each lecturer designs a 
course based on the guidelines prepared by the center, including ideas based on their own 
specialties and interests. The main objectives of the introductory courses are to facilitate stu-
dents’ understanding of basic concepts in relation to PA, and to encourage them to recognize 
their potential as active citizens. To reach these objectives, lecturers combine multiple educa-
tional methods such as lectures, discussions, and presentations.

The elective, advanced courses are smaller in size, with 20-50 students per class. The 
faculty of the Center for Liberal Arts lead these courses, designing them to develop students’ 
competencies as local and global citizens in more practical settings. The themes and topics to 
be covered vary according to the lecturer’s specialties and the students’ interests. 

Furthermore, Tokai also seeks to infuse the PA concept into professional education 
throughout degree programs. It requires transformation not only of pedagogy but also the or-
ganizational culture of faculties, which is a critical challenge. 

4. PA-style Education in Practice

This section introduces how PA-style education is practiced, focusing on one compulsory 
basic course and one elective advanced course as examples.

First, “Understanding Local Communities”, one of the four compulsory basic PA cours-
es, is aimed at promoting students’ understanding of the functions, values, characteristics and 
issues of local communities from a public perspective and facilitating their interest in, and 
awareness of, participating in sustainable community development as a citizen. The theme of 
the course is stipulated in the syllabus as “To understand issues faced in a community as a 
basis for living – focusing on XX”. Each faculty member in charge of this course inserts a 
topic in relation to their specialty and interest to replace “XX”. The topics that have been 
addressed include “Sustainable Development Goals”, “Sports and Health”, “IT”, “Waste Is-
sues”, “Character of a Community,” and “Child-raising”. The model schedule and content of 
this course, as written in the guidelines, are shown in Table 2. The course begins with a 
workshop for students to refl ect on their own experiences living in local communities at dif-
ferent stages of their lives, and to share these refl ections with others. After a lecture on the 
diverse challenges local communities currently face from both domestic and global view-

Table 1: Public Achievement-style Education Courses at Tokai University

*One 100-minute class is offered per week. One semester consists of 14 weeks.

Category Courses Credits Duration*
Compulsory/ basic PA 
courses

■ Citizenship
■ Volunteers
■ Understanding Local Communities
■ Understanding Global Communities 

1
1
1
1

7 weeks

Elective/ advanced PA 
courses

■ Public Work A/B
■ Public Skills A/B
■ Coaching Practice
■ Project Practice

2
2
1
2

14 weeks
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points, students explore issues and resources in their communities, list local stakeholders, and 
suggest possible collaborative solutions, both as individuals and in groups. The groupwork is 
also aimed at providing students with an opportunity to experience collaboration within a 
team. At the end of the course, students refl ect on their learning throughout the course. Ex-

Table 2: Model Schedule and Contents of “Understanding Local Communities”

Week Content of the weekly class
1  Orientation/Communities and Me 

-   Understand the aim, schedule and evaluation standards of the course 
-    Understand the concept and importance of “communities” and recognize oneself as a member of a 

community 
2 Issues in Communities 

-   Learn about issues faced by present communities
3  Solving Issues in Communities 

-   Learn about actions to solve issues in a community 
-    Recognize the importance of collaboration among multiple actors in a community and that of one’s own 

potential to participate in such collaboration
4 Group Discussion: Issues in Communities 

-   Discuss issues in a community from the public perspective 
-   Experience collaborative learning

5 Group Discussion: Solving Issues in Communities 
-   Discuss solutions for issues in a community and the role of young people/students in such solutions 
-   Experience collaborative learning

6  Group Presentation: Issues and Solutions in Communities 
-   Share group presentations of public issues and possible solutions in a community 
-   Experience collaborative learning

7  Refl ection 
-    Refl ect on learning throughout the course and reconsider the importance of a community and one’s role 

therein

Table 3: Examples of Students’ Comments at the End of the “Understanding Local Communities” Course 

(originally in Japanese)

“I have never really thought about my hometown, especially about its good side. But now I’m away from my home, 
and during this course, I was able to understand its good aspects and issues from an objective viewpoint.”
“I have realized that I, too, can contribute to tackling the issues of a local community. I have also learned that people 
have diff erent opinions about issues, and they are all not wrong, so it is important to accept others’ opinions and ask 
questions. I hope to practice how to express opinions and ask questions in various discussions that I will experience 
in the future.” 
“We were made aware, from various perspectives, of what we should and can do for sustainable development, what 
issues our local communities are facing, and what ideas we have in this regard, throughout this course. As we 
repeated groupwork, I gradually got used to discussion and exchanging opinions with others – it was such a good 
experience.”
“The course gave me an opportunity to practice thinking about problems and causes around me and in other local 
communities, seeing the big picture, building opinions, expressing them to others who may have diff erent thoughts, 
and listening to others. I hope to continue expressing my own opinions while respecting those of others in my univer-
sity life and even after graduation.”
“I learned that groupwork deteriorates when the members do not share the same motivation. I want to keep in mind 
that it is important to listen to others in a serious manner, and to respond in some way.”
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amples of the comments written by students are shown in Table 3. These indicate that the 
students have taken the course as an opportunity to explore issues and solutions for their 
communities, to learn the value of collaboration with others, and to recognize their own 
power to participate in such collaboration.

While the compulsory PA courses are conducted in large classrooms, the advanced 
courses are more fl exible, to allow collaboration with actual communities. For instance, one 
of the authors promotes students’ participation in community development challenges in the 
course “Public Skills”. The course takes around 20-30 students per semester and brings them 
out to Miyamatsu-cho, Hiratsuka City, a suburban community near Tokai University’s Sho-
nan campus, the largest of its seven campuses. The town of Miyamatsu is the site of a major 
housing and commercial development. In the midst of critical change, the community is fac-
ing issues such as a communication gap between old and new residents, the increasingly dys-
functional status of the traditional community association, the decline of the local shopping 
area, and the lack of preparation for increasingly threatening natural disasters, among others. 
In this course, students propose and implement a project as a team with local stakeholders of 
the community to overcome these issues and enable transformation toward sustainability and 
civic engagement. In 2018, in the fi rst semester, the students presented their proposal to or-
ganize a community-building event utilizing public parks in the area. In the second semester, 
the students collaborated with the community to hold an event in one of the parks to facili-
tate community relationships with a particular focus on preparation in order to mitigate disas-
ter risks. This became an opportunity for students to participate in creating a sustainable 
community as citizens. 

5. Challenges and Possibilities 

In the process of developing PA-style education at Tokai University, several challenges 
that have to be overcome and keystones for successful citizenship education have come to 
light. In this section, we explore them from the perspective of developing a culture of free 
spaces, stressing the value of students and faculty learning from one another cooperatively. 
There are seven challenges to this process, as discussed below.    

First, while Tokai University runs PA-style education as a university-wide program, the 
size of the classes, especially for basic compulsory courses, makes it a challenge to ensure 
the quality of education for each student. PA-style education requires faculty to play their 
role as facilitators or coaches to guide students’ self-directed learning. The number of stu-
dents per class for the basic courses has been lowered from 80 in 2018 to 60 in 2019; how-
ever, it is still diffi  cult for one lecturer to provide enough attention and support to each stu-
dent. As a solution, “Coaching Practices,” which is an elective PA course, aims to develop 
students as coaches to support other students in basic courses. The establishment of this 
peer-support system among students will lead to more eff ective citizenship education for stu-
dents in basic courses and those in “Coaching Practices.” At the same time, the development 
of methods and skills by the faculty also needs to be facilitated further to support students to 
evolve as self-directed learners so that they can not only eff ectively learn through courses but 
also create their own careers as citizen professionals to engage in building a sustainable soci-
ety after their graduation.
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Second, it has been a challenge to achieve the aims of the PA courses within their dura-
tion. Seven weeks for basic courses and 14 weeks for advanced courses may not be enough 
for students to understand fully the concept of PA and to experience authentic participation. 
It is important to coordinate learning experiences throughout diff erent PA courses, specialized 
courses in degree programs, and the students’ life outside university courses and possibly 
even after graduation, as one holistic process.

Third, ensuring the participation and self-directed learning of students is a challenge, 
particularly in compulsory courses. Compulsory registration in courses does not indicate au-
thentic participation, which PA values; it may even mean compulsory involvement against 
their will for some students. Faculty need to continue seeking ways to connect the course 
aims and contents with the interests and motivations of students from diff erent backgrounds.

Fourth, in relation to the previous point, valuing diff erent interests and ways of learning 
among students in the class is another challenge. While all the students are required to take 
the basic PA courses, participation in groupwork can be an extreme challenge for some stu-
dents, for instance those with special needs. The university currently off ers those who drop 
out of the basic courses the opportunity to take the same course in a smaller-sized class, in 
which students are given special treatment. Therefore, we need to consider further PA-style 
educational methods that meet the diff erent needs of diverse students.

Fifth, establishing the appropriate means for evaluating students’ learning in the PA 
courses has also been a challenge. We need to continue the discussion on refl ecting the phi-
losophy of PA in the evaluation methodology. 

Sixth, connecting students’ learning in the PA courses with actions in the student pro-
jects and wider society is an important challenge. It is necessary to design mechanisms care-
fully to realize such connections, emphasizing the process of self-directed learning in classes 
for students to recognize the infl uence of their actions in solving social problems and their 
personal development.

Lastly, to reach the ultimate goal of inculcating the PA philosophy in education across 
the university as a whole, transforming the organizational culture will become a critical chal-
lenge. PA is not merely a set of educational methods but a philosophy for valuing self-di-
rected learning and authentic participation in creating a future as a collective of individual 
citizens. To facilitate PA-style education further, the university needs to develop its culture 
so as to value authentic participation by students, faculty, and staff , by operating its organiza-
tion in relation to the surrounding society.

As for keystones for conducting successful PA-style education in universities, fi rst, fac-
ulty and staff  need to continuously communicate the message that the students are the central 
component of the learning process, connecting their education with each student’s unique in-
terests. Second, cooperative learning of the philosophy, concepts, and methods of PA and cit-
izenship education among faculty and staff  need to be facilitated further (Boyte et al., 2018) 
for them to keep in mind the importance of a free space for learning (Horimoto, 2017). 
Third, the university needs to set up support systems for students to keep learning to connect 
their skills and abilities with their future career as citizen professionals (Boyte et al., 2018). 
It is also important to encourage the faculty and staff  to live as citizen professionals. 
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6. Conclusion: Implications for Citizenship Education in Higher Education

In this article, we found that in tackling social issues in PA-style education courses, stu-
dents cooperated with each other to discuss how to fi nd and solve these problems. However, 
participating in the provided courses does not immediately mean that students will be able to 
fi nd or solve problems in the real world. The university must continue supporting the learn-
ing processes of students, to nurture their authentic citizenship, while steadily building up 
their experience over the four years of the bachelor degree. The goals of citizenship educa-
tion include empowering students to identify public problems or issues, and to think about 
them and act upon them in their own lives. The experience of resolving problems and utiliz-
ing the knowledge and information acquired also leads to “learning how to learn”. Given that 
we have just begun the process, and thorough evaluation of the PA-style education is not yet 
possible, it is also necessary for the university to establish an evaluation system for its citi-
zenship educational programs. 

Creating an organizational learning culture for implementing citizenship education is also 
crucial. As mentioned above, infusing the PA concept into professional education throughout 
degree programs requires transformation not only of pedagogy but also of the organizational 
culture of faculties, which is a critical challenge. When conducting classes that are closely 
related to the interests of individual students, there is a compelling need to develop the un-
derstanding and skills of faculty to be able to work with a wide variety of students. For this 
purpose, the role of the management is vital in creating a learning culture throughout the 
university as a workplace for faculty and staff , enabling faculty and staff  to have suffi  cient 
free spaces to learn and communicate for providing high-quality classes and courses.
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