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A General Note: The purpose of my teaching is to challenge the students to think critically with range and depth, especially in cross-cultural comparative studies. As such, this lesson, like all of my lessons, starts and ends with open-ended questions instead of definitive conclusions so that the students learn how to think. For the same reason, the class is centered on students’ activities instead of lecture by the instructor. The main content of my notes therefore consists of questions to stimulate classroom discussion.
Lesson: Youth Culture in Contemporary Japan
Objective: 
a. Understanding Japanese youth culture in the context of a changing society;

b. Identify the differences and similarities in youth culture in Japan and US;

c. The impact of youth culture on the future of Japan

Materials: 
a. Merry White (Sociologist at Boston University): The Material Child: Coming of
 Age in Japan and America (Univ. of California Press, 1994);
b. Takashi Kitazume, “Weak work ethic is holding back generation of ‘freeters’and drifters,” The Japan Times, July 26, 2005, p. 8;
(*students are expected to have finished the above two assigned readings when they come to the class)

c. Video Clips: Discussion with students at Tamagawa University (7/7/05); 
Discussion with members of KKC social survery (7/9/05).

Activities: 


 In-class writing (15 minutes) on “Youth Identity in Japan” based on White’s work:



How did the Japanese youth express their self-importance, through shopping?



What was the impact of peer pressure on their identity formation?



Did hi-tech (personal computers, cd players, videos, cardless phones) help  

or hurt the development of their skills in interpersonal relationships?



How did young American form their identity?



Collectivism vs. individualism?

 
A brief discussion of students’ writings to get a sample of their takes on these issues.

Transition to Takashi Kitazume’s piece: 


Discussion: Do you see any relevance between a consumer-driven, status

 

conscious, high-peer pressure, and hi-tech society and the withdrawal of

 certain segments among the young generation who are vulnerable to

 social change?
The issue of “freeters” and “neet”: 

Official and media interpretations

Video Clips: Different Japanese perspectives

Discussion: Did the students at the Tamagawa University have a different, more 


sympathetic, relaxed take, on the issue? Why? Generation gap?

What did the members of KKC social survey tell us about the issue? 
Multiple causes for the rise of the freeters and neets: the family (empty net

syndrome), society, hi-tech, educational system, low skills in personal relationships, high emphasis on academic performance, compensation for the hardship of the post-war generation, affluence and isolation in a post-industrial society?  

How and why did the North American educators and the Japanese government and mainstream media have different perspectives on the issue? What do theses differences tell us about the two societies? Japan: hypersensitive or just sensitive and thoughtful about crisis? America: too complacent or just confident about its future?

A brief summary about the class followed by a question to think about for next 

class: How will the issue of the freeters and neets and the social 

perceptions about them affect Japan’s future:  changing values, prevailing 

individualism, shifting demography with shrinking birth rate and large 

population of the elderly, and the shortage of the labour market.  

