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Abstract

The School of Graduate Studies,
The Open University of Japan

Hitomi IMANISHI
1. Thesis Topic
“Cross-Cultural Participation of Japanese Families through American Youth Community
Sports”
2. Abstract

The objective of this research is to demonstrate the effectiveness of American community youth
sports for Japanese families living in the United States as an interface for cross-cultural participation
that does not rely on language; and furthermore, to explain how children can effectively utilize this
experience as a foundation later in life.

To this end, the preface shall outline Japanese families’ cross-cultural participation in America and
information on American youth community sports, the context of this research; the relationship
between the Japanese physical condition and formal education from an athletic perspective; and the
educational strategies of parents in America. It also poses the following five questions:

1. Are physical activities such as physical education in schools and community sports an accessible

interface to American society for Japanese families living in the United States?

2. What types of community sports are offered in the United States?

3. In what types of community sports do Japanese families living in the United States participate?

4. What are the effects of Japanese families’ participation in community sports?

5. In which areas do Japanese families who have participated in American community sports

experience those effects, and do they utilize them later in life?

Research methods included 1. a literature review, 2. questionnaire-based surveys, and 3. interviews,
from which information was compiled as needed and results reported. In previous research, by

EEIN3

examining the five research fields of “overseas community sports,” “cross-cultural adaptation,”
“education outside of school,” “physical condition & formal education,” and “social class & sports”
in response to the questions posed, I expounded upon the foundation and importance of this research.

The second section addresses the first question: “Are physical activities such as physical education
in schools and community sports an accessible interface to American society for Japanese families
living in the United States?” To address this, I conducted a comparative study of the functions of
American and Japanese schools’ physical education and demonstrated that Japanese children’s

experience in Japanese physical education proved beneficial in cross-cultural participation in America.
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Specifically, Japanese children are able to use their experience from practicing a wide variety of
physical activities in Japanese physical education classes toward participation in American physical
activities in both daily life and in school; as there are many forms of predictable exercise and
movement, they are thus positioned to outperform local students both physically and psychologically.
Furthermore, although this information is not complete, from a cross-country comparison of data
regarding physical stamina, there are reports that Japanese students surpass American students; these
reports therefore support this point. Second, parents’ unprompted accounts as well as interviews
reinforce the fact that Japanese children’s excellence in physical activities in American schools serves
as a boost to the children’s self-esteem and is also linked to trust and confidence in the Japanese
educational system. Although cross-cultural adaptation poses hurdles such as language and culture,
this serves to verify that children’s abilities can support them in the adaptation process.

The third section addresses the second question: “What types of community sports are offered in
the United States?”” Based on data from American youth sports programs, in the classification of the
types of community sports programs, they were principally divided into the two categories of
“community” and “school,” then further divided into six groupings. The subject of this research,
children’s community sports programs, falls under the “community” classification. Likewise, the area
surveyed, Fort Lee, roughly covers the four subtypes of community classification. Essentially, Fort
Lee is shown to be a solid environment for sports activities outside of school. Furthermore, it is evident
that the richness of the sports programs and abundance of experienced coaches are related to such
factors as the area’s household income and public education. These facts establish the link between
the quality of local sports facilities and management and the degree of the region’s economic affluence.
Furthermore, as children’s participation in community sports is dependent on their parents’
involvement, it was predicted that there would be environmental disparities in out-of-school activity
environments depending on the choices made.

The fourth section addresses the third question: “In what types of sports do Japanese living in the
United States participate?” First, regarding the demographics of the parents, 90% of mothers were
Japanese; 30% of fathers were non-Japanese, and the remaining 70% were Japanese. About half were
in the United States as a result of job transfers and, overall, both fathers and mothers had pursued
higher education. Furthermore, as approximately 60% of respondents stated that their choice of
housing location was influenced by the quality of the local school district, it is evident that there was
a desire of Japanese families to live in a location that would have a positive impact on their child’s
education, so that their child would develop the skills and abilities necessary for their future. Second,
participation or non-participation in community sports was not a matter of the child’s personality or
disposition, but was listed by parents as a result of American society’s emphasis on “assertiveness”
and “individualism” (“S/he is assertive,” “They’re fine on their own”). Third, regarding hopes for their
child’s future, parents of participating children expressed a desire for their child to use English,

whereas parents of non-participating children listed a desire for their child to demonstrate self-
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assertion and individual intention, a broadened global perspective, or their eventual return to Japan as
reasons.

The fifth section addresses the fourth question: “What are the effects of Japanese families’
participation in community sports?” For children, participation in community sports not only promoted
physical activity and improved abilities, but also contributed to self-esteem, which is beneficial to
integration in a foreign culture, as well as the building of social networks within that culture.
Furthermore, for parents and families, the secondary activities involved in supporting children’s
participation in sports, such as taking them to activities, interacting with coaches and staff, and
mingling with other parents, led to increased cross-cultural connections, linguistic development,
familial enjoyment, and cultural exchange at the family level.

The sixth section, in addressing the fifth question, “In which areas do Japanese families who have
participated in American community sports experience those effects, and do they utilize them later in
life?,” analyzed the responses from the parent interviews and established the following three points.

First, Japanese parents, due to the reliance of community sports on children’s physical condition,
were aware of the equal importance of in-school physical education and participation in community
sports, and therefore involved their children in after-school activities. Second, although parents
experienced stress as a result of their involvement in the local community, their support and
cooperation promoted their children’s participation and adaptation, as well as improved their children’s
skills and abilities that would be beneficial in later life. However, as the relationship parents have with
the area has an impact on their children’s opportunities to connect with the local culture, Japanese
children from households able to build connections with other families and form local social networks
are better equipped to effectively obtain skills and develop a wider range of abilities. Third,
participation in community sports may serve as a starting point or stepping stone in the initial stage of
cross-cultural contact; the strategizing involved in sports is also connected with improvements in
children’s emotional strength. In addition, it can be observed that the effects of participation in sports
on skills and abilities visible at an early stage (linguistic acquisition that impacts admission and
entrance examination results), as well as skills and abilities deemed useful later in life (language ability
sufficient for local communication), development of intercultural relationships, and pride in one’s own
culture are apparent. In particular, community sports have a positive impact on language ability,
enabling children to communicate naturally in the local community. It was also expected that each
individual would be able build on their acquired skills and abilities going forward.

As a result, the following three principal conclusions were derived. First, in the local American
setting, with regard to their physical activities within school, the relative superiority of Japanese
children was identified. Furthermore, even in the domain of community sports, this contributed to self-
esteem development and the establishment of social networks. This suggests that physical activities in
the United States serve as a space in which Japanese children can excel, positively contributing to their

cultural adaptation.
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Second, with regard to participation in community sports, unlike the reasons cited by local American
parents related to economic disparity, among the Japanese families who were the subject of this
research, the parents’ personalities were the primary factor, with the secondary factor being the parents’
concern for their children’s opportunities for cross-cultural interaction. This study therefore
demonstrated that for the Japanese, participation in out-of-school community sports unfailingly
involved parental participation; the degree of parental involvement affects the children’s opportunities
for cross-cultural interaction; and as a result, it will reflect the skills and abilities acquired in the local
community.

Third, for Japanese families, participation in community sports served as a starting point or stepping
stone in the initial stage of cross-cultural contact, and is believed to be connected to improved
emotional strength. Additionally, by means of participation in different local activities, including
sports, locally acquired skills and abilities are expected to have a positive effect in the early stages;
these were also predicted to have latent effects, with benefits later in life. In particular, participation
in community sports has a positive effect on the “language acquisition” necessary for asserting oneself

with confidence and communicating with peers in the local community.
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