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Building a questionnaire to 
 measure learner capital

Jean-Pierre Joseph Richard

Introduction
�e impact of the role of family background, such as socioeconomic status 

and cultural capital, on academic achievement has been investigated predom-

inantly in �rst language settings. Research, for example, by Bourdieu and his 

associates in France on cultural capital have greatly in�uenced researchers in 

other L1 settings, including Lareau in the United States with her model of 

concerted cultivation, and Kariya in Japan with his model of learning capital 

（学習資本）. Such is the importance of this area that questions related to fam-

ily background have also been included in the Programme for International 

Student Assessment (PISA) led by the Organization for Economic Co-opera-

tion and Development (OECD) (Barone, 2006; Andersen & Jæger, 2013). 

�is paper discusses the development of a new questionnaire to measure the 

learner capital of Japanese tertiary students; and this learner capital question-

naire development is situated within a currently ongoing larger doctoral dis-

sertation framework that will attempt to measure the impact of learner capi-

tal on distal second language learning. �e larger project is also investigating 

the learners second language goals orientations, their e�orts to learn the sec-

ond language, and their perceptions and awareness of globalization.

In the �rst section of this paper, the literature review, I provide an overview 

of cultural capital. A�er this, I introduce two consecutive educational systems 
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in Japan, the traditional Japanese educational credential society （学歴社会―

gakureki-shakai） and the current learning capital society （学習資本―

gakushu-shihon）, which also includes a brief discussion of learning compe-

tence and the formation of human capital. Next, I examine several studies on 

human capital and learning capital in Japan. �en I argue that a new scale to 

measure learner capital is necessary. In the second section of the paper, I ex-

plain the development of the questionnaire, including two early pilot studies. 

Next, I describe the items on the current version of the questionnaire. In the 

last section of this paper, I present future directions.

Part 1

Cultural capital
Non-�nancial assets that contribute to social mobility and which are con-

vertible, on certain conditions, into economic capital are cultural capital; and 

cultural capital can explain uneven academic success rates of children from 

di�erent socioeconomic backgrounds (Bourdieu, 1986). Bourdieu identi�ed 

three types of cultural capital. 

1.　Embodied cultural capital is inherited most o�en through socialization 

within a family, and this includes linguistic capital, which refers to mastery of 

language, communicative abilities, speech patterns, and self-presentation. 

Embodied cultural capital costs time and requires self-development. �e ac-

cumulation of embodied cultural capital cannot be contracted out, but rather, 

as Bourdieu wrote, on paie de sa personne (p. 48), one must put out for one-

self.

2.　Objecti�ed cultural capital are physical objects that are owned by a per-

son or institution, and these include writings, paintings, monuments, and in-

struments. Di�erent from embodied cultural capital, the ownership of objec-

ti�ed cultural capital are transferable in part or in whole. What is not 
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transferable is the ability to consume̶understand̶the signi�cance of ob-

jecti�ed cultural capital; that would be embodied cultural capital. 

3.　Institutionalized cultural capital are forms of educational quali�cations 

and credentials, and similar to embodied cultural capital, they remain tied to 

an individual. When an individual passes away, so to does her or his quali�-

cations and credentials. However, unlike embodied cultural capital, institu-

tionalized cultural capital is legally recognized, and allows for direct compari-

son of individuals, and provides, in essence, conversion rates between 

cultural capital and economic capital.

According to Bourdieu (1986), the transmission of cultural capital, or cul-

tural reproduction, within a family depends not only on the quantity of cul-

tural capital within the family but also on the amount of time the family has 

available to transmit this capital. �e amount of time the family has available 

is related to that family’s economic capital. �us, wealthier families are able 

to purchase more time, or the time of others, to guarantee that the cultural 

capital is transmitted. 

According to Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), inequalities in cultural capital 

re�ect inequalities in social class, and education plays an important role in 

reproducing social inequality. Tzanakis (2011), however, is critical of Bour-

dieu’s social reproduction model and argued, in an analysis of previous stud-

ies on cultural capital theory, that quantitative evidence has failed to support 

the model. Moreover, Kariya (2013) noted that the cultural reproduction 

model cannot be exported as a whole to certain economies. In the European 

model, there were several generations of stable, class-based structures before 

the expansion of the modern educational system. In other economies, such as 

Korea and Japan, urbanization and the shi� from an agrarian society to an 

industrial society, and the expansion of education systems occurred more or 

less at the same time. �us, while in Europe, it was noted that prevailing atti-
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tudes towards education in di�ering social classes may result, for example, in 

generations of working class youths who resist or reject education as a tool 

for social mobility (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Willis, 1977); this may not 

have been the case in Japan (Kariya, 2013).

In American contexts, the role of cultural capital has been well researched. 

For example, Lareau (2003) investigated child-rearing practices and found 

there was an unequal distribution of these practices, with on one side middle 

and upper-class parents who had similar child-rearing practices, which were 

di�erent from child-rearing practices of working class and poorer families. 

Both sets of child-rearing practices lead to the process of transferring class 

status onto children. On the one side, middle and upper-class parents prac-

tice a strategy of concerted cultivation in which they promote in their chil-

dren a set of skills, behaviors and beliefs through organized activities that en-

gender a sense of entitlement leading them to question adults and even see 

adults as equals, which fosters academic success. On the other side, working-

class and poor parents, however, practice a strategy of the accomplishment of 

natural growth in which a child’s development unfolds spontaneously (on the 

condition that food, shelter and basic comfort are provided). �ese working-

class and poorer parents see clearer boundaries between children and adults, 

and do not regularly inquire about their children’s feelings, thoughts or opin-

ions. Instead of using logic and reason to persuade children to complete a 

prescribed action, they tell their children what to do. �is home culture of 

poorer families is “out of synch with the standards of [educational] institu-

tions” (p. 3).

Weininger and Lareau (2003) examined the role of parent-teacher confer-

ences, which are expected to alleviate socio-economic and cultural capital 

di�erences that exist in the classroom. �e authors found that the opposite 

was true. �at is compared with working-class parents, middle-class parents 
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had the knowledge, skills, and abilities to meet with teachers as equals or 

even as superiors, and were able to criticize teachers, and advocate on behalf 

of their children. Poor, working-class parents were typically more reactive. 

�us, each parent brought to these parent-teacher conferences their own cul-

tural capital which reinforced, not alleviated, di�erences in the classroom.

Bodovski and Farkas (2008) tested Lareau’s theory of concerted cultivation 

to examine di�erences in children’s school achievement. �ey used a cohort 

from the Early Child Longitudinal Study and found socio-economic status is 

positively, signi�cantly, and strongly associated with concerted cultivation; 

that parental educational expectations are positively and signi�cantly associ-

ated with concerted cultivation and children’s outcomes, and mediate the ef-

fects of socio-economic status on these outcomes; that concerted cultivation 

is positively and signi�cantly associated with the child’s schooling e�ort, 

reading test scores, and the teacher’s judgement of the student’s language and 

literacy skills; and the e�ects of concerted cultivation on students’ school 

achievement are mediated by students’ approaches to learning.

Cheadle (2008) also assessed the role of concerted cultivation on general 

knowledge achievement of young children. Social group background was 

found to be strongly related to concerted cultivation. Variation in family life 

(socio-economic status background and race or ethnicity) is related to large 

and signi�cant learning disparities early-on. McCrory Calarco (2011) investi-

gated the role of socio-economic status background on children’s help-

seeking. She found that middle-class children request more help from 

teachers and do so using more direct strategies, resulting in more help from 

teachers, less wait time, and better ability to complete assignments.

Kim, Sherraden, and Clancy (2013) studied the educational expectations of 

mothers by race and ethnicity, and by class. Non-Hispanic Whites, held high-

er educational expectations than Blacks, Amerindians, and Hispanics; but 
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these di�erences disappeared when controlled by socio-economic status 

background. �at is, families with higher socio-economic status positions 

had higher educational expectations for their children (even newborns).

Greenman, Bodovski, and Reed (2011) examined the relationships among 

neighborhood characteristics, education-related parental practices (organiza-

tion of children’s time, participation in school activities, educational trips, 

extra-curricular activities, and provision of learning materials in the home), 

and children’s educational achievement. �ey found that a net of family-level 

characteristics (education, family structure, race, and income), families resid-

ing in structurally disadvantaged neighborhoods employ fewer education-

oriented practices with their children; neighborhood disadvantage is associ-

ated with lower mathematical achievement at the end of grade 5; higher levels 

of early education-oriented parental practices [concerted cultivation] (mea-

sured when the children attended kindergarten and �rst grade) are associated 

with higher mathematics achievement at the end of grade 5; and the e�ect of 

education-related parenting practices on children’s mathematics is stronger 

for children who live in disadvantaged neighborhoods. �is last �nding is 

further supported by Andersen and Jæger (2013) in a large-scale internation-

al study described below.

�e Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) led by the 

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has al-

lowed for an international investigation of the role of cultural capital on aca-

demic outcomes. Barone (2006) analyzed PISA data from the 2000 cohort to 

examine the in�uence of cultural capital on academic outcomes. Barone ex-

plained that there is no consensus about the proper way to operationalize cul-

tural capital, but in the PISA study, it was measured by two sets of questions: 

(a) those regarding the frequency of parent-child conversations related to 

cultural issues, and (b) those inquiring about the availability of cultural ob-
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jects at home. Barone highlighted two signi�cant problems with the cultural 

capital theory. First, boundaries between status groups are “o�en weak and 

changing” (p. 1041). Second, while Bourdieu (1986) argued that cultural capi-

tal can explain uneven academic success rates of children from di�erent so-

cial classes, which implies a break with the common sense view that academ-

ic success or failure is an e�ect of natural aptitudes; the distinction between 

human capital, such as cognitive abilities, and cultural capital, such as cultur-

al conventions and codes, is signi�cant. Farkas (1996) argued that what ulti-

mately matters in academic success are cognitive resources. Barone found 

that children’s academic performance are positively in�uenced by both occu-

pational status and academic attainment levels of parents; and that the com-

bination of these two factors is strong. Similar to Tzanakis above, Barone ar-

gued that cultural capital theory is not exhaustive in explaining schooling 

inequalities. He posited that future career ambitions and family economic re-

sources need to be included in the model. In all 25 countries that were exam-

ined, ambition represented “an important determinant of achievement” (p. 

1050). Ambition is likely reinforced by the access to material and immaterial 

resources that allow for educational success. One factor in fostering ambition 

may be a set parental skills that include reading, comprehension, exposition 

and argumentation abilities. Another factor may be �nancial resources which 

can be invested in foreign language lessons, computer courses, or other aca-

demic or culture-related activities.

Andersen and Jæger (2013) also analyzed the 2000 PISA data but focused 

on �ve western European countries (Denmark, France, Germany, Norway 

and the United Kingdom) plus Canada. �ey looked at three competing 

models of cultural capital.

1.　Cultural reproduction model where cultural capital results in higher re-

turns in high-achieving educational settings than in low-achieving ones.
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2.　Cultural mobility where cultural capital yields higher returns in low-

achieving educational settings than in high-achieving ones.

3.　Cultural resources where cultural capital results in similar outcomes in 

di�ering achievement-level educational settings. 

�ey authors posited that students in high-achieving educational settings 

tend to have privileged socio-economic backgrounds and possess cultural 

capital. However, students in low-achieving educational settings that do pos-

sess cultural capital are more able to display their cultural capital without 

competition their classmates. Indeed, the authors found that cultural capital 

investments in children in low-achieving educational settings had higher re-

turns than in children in high-achieving settings, giving support to the cul-

tural mobility model.

Above, I have discussed the meaning of cultural capital and reported on a 

number of studies which have investigated the role of cultural capital on aca-

demic achievement. I have also mentioned limitations of cultural capital the-

ory. �ese limitations include the lack of quantitative data supporting the cul-

tural reproduction model (Tzanakis, 2011), lack of consensus on the proper 

way to measure cultural capital (Barone, 2006), and the blurring of the lines 

between human and cultural capital (Barone, 2006). 

In the following section, I will brie�y describe two consecutive educational 

systems in Japan. A�er describing these two educational systems, I will ex-

plain learning competencies and the formation of human capital, and I will 

conclude with a discussion of several studies on learning capital in Japan.

Japanese educational credential society
Kariya (2010a, 2010b, 2011, 2013) has argued that the Japanese education 

system from the 1950s through to the 1980s was considered to be meritocrat-

ic̶gakureki-shakai (Japanese credential society, also called the J-mode edu-
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cational credential society and J-mode society). Kariya (2010a) pointed out 

that two components formed this educational credential society: (1) educa-

tional sorting due to academic achievement; and (2) future career paths and 

opportunities due to educational sorting. �at is, through hard work and de-

termination, the brightest students rose to the top universities in Japan, such 

as the Universities of Tokyo, Kyoto, Keio and Waseda; and upon successful 

graduation they were promised bright futures. “Under the J-mode credential 

society, graduates from highly selective universities are o�ered more chances 

to work for larger �rms or public o�ces, which provide better economic and 

social rewards” (Kariya, 2010a, p. 90). Ono (2004) provided evidence of the 

correlation between graduation from an elite university and future higher 

earnings; and Ono (2008) reported that national ministries are overwhelm-

ingly �lled with graduates of top universities, and that half of all CEOs and 

executives of Japanese companies are graduates of only �ve Japanese universi-

ties. Rewards for graduation from a top university were viewed as signi�cant 

by the Japanese population, and thus competition̶examination hell̶to en-

ter top universities was �erce. A number of social ills were blamed on this 

competition including bullying, school violence, and suicide (Kariya, 2010a).

Learning capital and the learning capital society
Since the 1980s, di�erent phenomena in both the educational and employ-

ment spheres have undermined the previous Japanese educational credential 

society. First, in the educational realm, university entrance examination pres-

sure was meant to be alleviated somewhat due to the introduction of a learn-

er-centered pedagogy and a decline in the number of students completing 

high school. Second, the job market for graduates changed such that fewer 

graduates were �nding secure employment, and there were increases in part-

time work, �xed-term contracts and job turnover rates, particularly in low-

level service sectors which involve very little job training. Kariya (2010b) ar-



―194―

gued that the distal outcomes of these recent changes, although related to a 

knowledge-based, high-skills society, are still as yet unknown, but new 

modes of human capital formation, including learning competence, will play 

a fundamental role.

Building on the cultural capital model of Bourdieu and others (Bernstein, 

1971; Boudon, 1974; Bourdieu, 1979; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Willis, 

1977), Kariya (2010a) developed learning capital to describe the shi� from 

credentials to competencies. Competencies are described as a combination of 

skills (e.g. learning habits) and attitudes (e.g. eagerness to learn) towards 

learning. 

�e importance of the role that learning competence played in the Japa-

nese educational credential society comes from the job competition model 

(�urow, 1975) in which employers seek the most highly trainable employ-

ees. Trainability refers to the ability for employees to learn on-the-job skills 

e�ciently, thus reducing training costs for employers. Japanese employers 

used employee backgrounds to estimate trainability. For example, graduates 

from higher-ranked universities were viewed as more trainable than gradu-

ates from lower-ranked universities or colleges. 

However, as was noted above, changes have occurred in the employment 

structure in Japan and overseas. Today, we are living in a knowledge-based, 

high-skills economy (Brown, Green & Lauder, 2011). Workers are responsible 

for gaining knowledge and skills; to develop learning competence on their 

own. Higher learning competence is required so that workers know what 

knowledge and skills are needed, and how these can be developed and then 

fully exploited once acquired. Hyslop-Margison and Welsh (2003) reported 

that in recent decades, this notion that workers are responsible for self-

development or self-improvement has become popularized and accepted 

by numerous governmental, non-governmental and business organizations; 
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and these organizations claim that the knowledge-based, high-skills economy 

is both a symptom of and a panacea to current and future problems related 

to the rise of globalization and shi�s in employment practices. �e following 

six examples were drawn from Hyslop-Margison and Welsh (2003).

1.　Students need to be prepared “for a complex and rapidly changing 

world” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 1999, p. 1). 

2.　Students need to “become productive citizens and employees [by en-

abling them] to achieve economic self-su�ciency (California Depart-

ment of Education, 2001, p. 2). 

3.　“British Columbia is in the midst of a fundamental shi� from a re-

source-based economy... characterized by international competition and 

constant technological change. In this New Economy, education and 

training arguably provide the single most competitive edge” (British Co-

lumbia Labour Force Development Board, 1995, p. 1). 

4.　“[T]he world of work is undergoing rapid adjustment... Our ability to 

adapt to and capitalize upon these changes is considered by opinion 

leaders to be vital to the maintenance of national social and economic 

well-being” (Curriculum Council of Western Australia, 2001, n. p.). 

5.　“[M]illions of individual workers in member countries are discover-

ing that they need skills of a much higher level than in the past or that 

the skills they do have are obsolete” (OECD, 1997, p. 13).

6.　“Our 21st century economies and societies are increasingly 

knowledge-based... shi�ing away from older industrial models.... there is 

a challenging agenda of analysis simply to keep up” (OECD, 2002, 

Hyslop-Margison & Welsh, 2003).

To this list, Hyslop-Margison and Sears (2010) added: “In the 21st century, 

workers need to be lifelong learners, adapting continuously to changed op-

portunities and to labor market demands of the knowledge economy” (World 
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Bank, 2004, n. p.)

�ere are also criticisms of this discourse (Block, Gray, & Holborow, 2012; 

Hyslop-Margison & Sears, 2010; Hyslop-Margison & Welsh, 2003; Schuller, 

2000). For example, Hyslop-Margison and Sears (2010) argued that the pur-

pose of this discourse is not to empower learners with skills for future em-

ployment, but to shape the consciousness of young people to accept the prin-

ciples of neoliberal markets. Block, Gray, and Holborow (2012) contended 

that learner capital discourse is built on a false premise of a skills gap between 

employer needs and employee abilities. “Rather than personalising or bestow-

ing individual ownership on what humans can acquire, human capital actual-

ly depersonalises the process, making human e�ort seem like just another 

cog in an economic wheel” (p. 49). 

In the preceding two sections, I have outlined the belief that Japanese edu-

cation from the 1950s had been considered a meritocracy, but due to changes 

in both education polices and in employment structure, this system has be-

gun to evolve. One result of these changes is a new discourse which calls for 

the development of human capital within individuals, that is individuals are 

now tasked with their own self-development. �is was followed by an over-

view of criticisms of this new discourse. In the following section, I discuss 

studies related to learning capital in Japan.

Studies on learning and human capital in Japan
One early study by Kariya (1995) showed that between 70 and 80 per cent 

of the students at the University of Tokyo, Japan’s most prestigious tertiary 

institution, are the children of parents in either managerial or professional 

positions, with family incomes more than double the Japanese average. 

Kariya and Shimizu (2004) investigated the development of learning com-

petence and its impact on academic ability with a large sample of Japanese el-

ementary (n＝921) and junior high school (n＝1281) students. Learning 
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competence were theorized to be measured by students learning behaviors. 

�e items included: “I always take notes in class”; “When I make a mistake in 

exams, I always correct it a�erward” and “I actively engage in research in 

class.” Using factor analysis, these items were designed to measure an under-

lying construct which they labeled learning competency and which they de-

�ned as “students’ degree of active participation and their perception of 

themselves as taking responsibility for their own learning .... ‘learn how to 

learn’” (Kariya, 2010a, p. 102). �e authors did not have parental socioeco-

nomic data such as education level, employment or income. Instead, they 

constructed cultural groups based on a set of indicators such as frequency of 

watching news on TV together, taking family trips to museums, and reading 

books or having been read to as a child. Learning competence was found to 

be unequally distributed across cultural (socioeconomic class) groups. Stu-

dents with high learning competence were clustered in high cultural groups 

(i.e. frequently watched news or took trips to museums together) and stu-

dents with low learning competence were clustered in low cultural groups 

(i.e. infrequently or did not watch news nor take trips to museums together). 

In terms of academic learning outcomes, for both mathematics and Japanese, 

for both age groups, signi�cant di�erences were found between students in 

low, middle, and high groups of learning competencies and their test scores. 

�at is, students who were found to have a mid-level of learning competence 

performed signi�cantly better on mathematics and Japanese language tests 

than students who were found to have a low-level of learning competencies; 

and students who were found to have a high-level of learning competence 

performed signi�cantly better than all students. Moreover, Kariya and Shi-

mizu were also able to compare ��h graders in this study with a previous co-

hort of ��h graders from the same elementary schools from 15 years previ-

ously. Results for both mathematics and Japanese revealed that gaps in test 



―198―

scores had grown between groups of learners with di�erent levels of learning 

competence, such that the students with the highest learning competence in 

the later study were much more greatly outperforming their peers compared 

with the cohort from 15 years earlier. To sum up this important research by 

Kariya and Shimizu, (a) students from families who partake in more frequent 

cultural activities together have greater learning competence (learning capi-

tal) compared with students from families who partake in less frequent cul-

tural activities together; (b) those students with higher learning competence 

perform better on tests of mathematics and Japanese; and (c) the gaps be-

tween di�erent learning competence groups is growing.

Kariya (2010a) asserted that learning capital divides people into two sepa-

rate worlds: those that have learning capital and those that do not. Kariya 

continued: “A learning capital society is one where the unequal distribution 

of capital leads to social inequality” (p. 100). Additionally, he wrote that with 

“higher learning competencies, learning creates more learning, and thus 

more human capital. And the opposite is equally true.” (pp. 99–100). Finally, 

he concluded that “[e]specially students from disadvantaged families, those 

who have the least support from their parents and home environments, are 

more likely to fall behind in developing learning competence as well as basic 

skills” (p. 101)

Similar to the concept of concerted cultivation by Lareau (2003), Yamamo-

to and Brinton (2010) argued that parents of higher socioeconomic status in 

Japan engage the family in activities related to cultural capital as a strategy to 

enhance their children’s human capital from an early age. In their study in-

vestigating the role of cultural capital on ultimate education levels, embodied 

cultural capital was represented by visits to museums and art galleries, as well 

as listening to classical musical at home or concerts; and objecti�ed cultural 

capital was represented by sets of literature and encyclopedias, a piano, and 
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art and antiques. �is embodied cultural capital strategy, the authors argued, 

may shape children’s understanding of cultural and scienti�c knowledge, and 

their adoption of dominant pedagogies; and enhance human capital develop-

ment through a boosting of both motivation to learn, and learning skills. �e 

authors used data from the 1995 Japanese Social Strati�cation and Mobility 

survey (SSM); and important control variables in the Yamamoto and Brinton 

study included shadow education (a�er school lessons), number of siblings, 

city size at junior high school graduation, maternal employment (working 

continuously since marriage or not). Di�erences were found between female 

and male students. �e role of objecti�ed cultural capital was a signi�cant 

predictor of female participation in higher education. �ey found that both 

embodied and objecti�ed cultural capital also exerted e�ects on educational 

outcomes for both females and males; however, parental socioeconomic sta-

tus was shown to have a greater e�ect. 

Sakai (2010) investigated a commercial high school̶low-ranked and non-

academic̶that was part of a project to bring university graduate and under-

graduate volunteers into the high school to enable high school students to de-

velop learning competencies. Sakai noted di�erences in behaviors by gender. 

Male high school students, even those from the commercial high school in 

the study, were expected to continue on to college or university, and could 

possibly do so even while maintaining poor self-regulatory study behaviors 

and attitudes toward learning; and these male students would be supported 

by their parents to enter tertiary education Female high school students, on 

the other hand, needed to show a go-getter attitude, and develop strong self-

regulatory behaviors, otherwise they themselves and their parents would not 

permit them to further their studies. For example, one high school partici-

pant who dreamed of entering university was advised by her mother to not 

bother: “You’re a girl, and it’s a commercial high school, and you’ll get mar-
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ried anyway, so going to college would be a waste” (p. 101).

Borovoy (2010) noted that there is now a trend in Japan toward students 

entering vocational schools as opposed to low-level colleges because the for-

mer are believed to provide their students with marketable quali�cations and 

skills, as opposed to university credentials; while students at the latter recog-

nize that the previous Japanese employment system, job protection in return 

for commitment, has become a less attractive model. She warned that the 

current skills-based, learner capital era, will result in both winners and losers. 

�e winners, those with the right skills, will be able to “seize the opportunity 

to �ll a valued niche or realize long-held ambitions and others le� to scram-

ble for any job at all” (p. 187). Furthermore, the new self-responsibility dis-

course risks undermining many gains in Japanese society in the second-half 

of the 20th century. For example, in the past, university students were able to 

cultivate their outside interests and learn cooperation while at university. 

However, future paths appear lined with risk and liability. While elite schools 

will still able to confer credentials on their graduates, lower-ranked schools 

are likely to replace their liberal arts education with certi�cate-based lessons.

Slater (2010) investigated future jobs selected by students at low-ranked 

high schools. He noted that students from these schools typically become 

freeters. Miura (2011) described a freeter as someone in Japan who lives “in a 

kind of easygoing way by occasionally working part-time and who therefore 

has a great deal of free time to enjoy other pursuits” (p. 239). Genda (2006) 

described freeters as young people without full-time employment who move 

from one part-time or temporary job to another. Another view of freeters in 

Japanese society, as Slater (2010) reported, is that they are considered to be 

“morally inferior” youths (p. 163). However, Slater argued that it was changes 

in employment practices based on neoliberal economic policies which result-

ed in the creation of these poorly paid, unstable positions; and it is students 
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from lower-ranked schools who become freeter not out of a desire to enjoy 

other pursuits, not because they are morally inferior, but because it is the only 

choice le� for them in this learner capital age. Students in working-class fam-

ilies in Japan, Slater argued, “have no alternative mechanisms for advance-

ment, such as cram schools” (p. 150).

Summary of cultural capital, learning capital, and human capital for-

mation
Cultural capital has been found to play an important, although not exhaus-

tive, role in academic achievement. Other signi�cant factors are parental edu-

cation and employment status. Traditionally, the Japanese education was 

viewed as a credential meritocracy; however, changes in both educational 

policy and in job market employment practices, in part related to worldwide 

neoliberal economic policies (i.e. globalization), have resulted in a shi� to a 

learning capital society, one in which learning competencies as opposed to 

credentials are playing a greater role. �is shi� from credentials to competen-

cies has occurred concurrent with greater inequalities in educational out-

comes, which exacerbates problems faced by learners and workers today who 

have become responsible for their own training and self-development. 

Learning capital (i.e. skills and attitudes towards learning) has been shown 

to play an important role in academic outcomes in elementary and junior 

high schools; however, little research has investigated this topic for older stu-

dents, particularly those nearer in time to their post-education careers. More-

over, continued changes in employment structures have resulted in the need 

for a broader understanding of the capital that learners bring to their educa-

tional settings. In cultural and learning capital discourse, possession of 

knowledge becomes an economic category (Block, Gray & Holborow, 2012) 

as does possession of language skills (Seargeant, 2009), convertible into eco-

nomic capital. I argue that learners have deposits of not only ± cultural capi-
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tal (i.e. embodied and objecti�ed), and ± learning capital (i.e. abilities and 

competencies), but they also have an accumulation of ± nested life experi-

ences (e.g. overseas study, certi�cates, part-time employment) and ± distal 

goal orientations. �us, I propose that a new questionnaire be developed that 

incorporates (a) cultural capital; (b) learning capital; (c) life experiences; and 

(d) goals; and which is called learner capital.

Part 2

Learner Capital Questionnaire̶Piloted versions 1 and 2
�e �rst piloted version of the learner capital questionnaire was based pri-

marily on the original L1-Japanese survey for elementary and junior high 

school students developed by Kariya and Shimizu (2004) but readapted by 

myself for university students. Most of the items of the �rst piloted version 

consisted of questions related to the students experiences at four di�erent 

stages in their education: (a) elementary one to three; (b) elementary four to 

six; (c) junior high school; and (d) high school. �is resulted in a question-

naire that consisted of over 200 questions. �is was distributed to four classes 

of university students at two private universities in the Kanto region in early 

January, 2013. Along with this �rst piloted version, a second handout was 

also distributed which included a description of the purpose of the question-

naire and a list of questions. Students worked in small groups, and used in-

ductive approaches to identify themes in each of the di�erent sections of the 

questionnaire. �ey were also tasked with identifying unclear questions. For 

each subcategory of questions and answers, students identi�ed other possible 

questions and answers. Finally, students gave feedback on the general design 

of the survey, ease of use, and length of time to complete the survey. A num-

ber of unclear and ambiguous questions were identi�ed through this process, 

and students suggested several additional question-types and response-types. 
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Most importantly, students responded that the survey was too long, and that 

it was too di�cult to respond to questions related to the �rst three years of el-

ementary school. 

Following feedback from these students, a second version of the question-

naire was made by removing questions related to the �rst three years of ele-

mentary school, and by adding additional suggested question and response 

types. Despite removing questions related to grades one to three of primary 

school, this second piloted version consisted of nearly 250 items. �is was 

distributed in late January, 2013 to two classes of 30 �rst-year students at one 

university in the Kanto region a�er they completed their �nal exam for the 

year. �e questionnaire was distributed in an envelope along with a self-ad-

dressed postage-paid envelope to my o�ce, along with instructions to the 

students and a note which indicated that completion of the survey was com-

pletely voluntary and anonymous. Students were asked to complete the ques-

tionnaire within one week and to return the questionnaire in the attached 

postage-paid envelope by mail. A total of 15 questionnaires were returned 

(25％ response rate). �e questionnaire also asked students to indicate the 

amount of time it took them to complete the survey. Returned questionnaires 

were checked for completeness. Items lacking responses, or inappropriate re-

sponses (e.g. too many response when only one is required), or other prob-

lems were identi�ed. Average time to complete the survey was 20 minutes.

�is second version of the questionnaire was also distributed to several col-

leagues, both Japanese and non-Japanese, in a variety of �elds from several 

universities in the Kanto region. �ey were asked to provide feedback on the 

appropriateness of questions, responses and the overall survey design. Addi-

tional response types were suggested, but most importantly, they suggested 

that the length of the survey was problematic and they identi�ed possibly re-

dundant items.
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Learner Capital Questionnaire̶Current version
�e current version of the Learner Capital Questionnaire is an L1-Japanese 

survey that has two parts, each with several sections, and in total 131 ques-

tions. Of these 131 questions, 81 are divided into three groups of 27 questions 

for each of elementary school (years four to six), junior high school, and high 

school. �e remaining 50 questions include general background questions 

about the student, and her or his family. Admittedly, the current version of 

the survey is not the �nal version of the survey; however, it is presently being 

tested with more than 1000 university students in the Kanto region of Japan. 

�e following section describes in detail the current version of the question-

naire. Part one has �ve sections, and part two has four sections. In the follow-

ing description, beginning from high school hensachi, the origin of each 

question is indicated in parentheses.

Section one asks about gender; year at university; high school hensachi (t-

score) [Yamamoto & Brinton, 2010 (Y & B)]; the number of years the student 

was ronin [feedback from colleagues(feedback)]; part-time job status (feed-

back); experiences learning English, such as at cram school and overseas 

[Richard, Uehara, & Spence-Perkins, 2011 (R, U, & S-P)]; and other experi-

ences studying for certi�cates such as kanji test and soroban, and awards, 

such as for team sports, swimming, and martial arts [Kariya & Shimizu, 2004 

(K & S); (feedback)]. For these questions, students select the appropriate an-

swers. In some cases, they also need to write additional information, such as 

number of months overseas.

�e second section asks students four questions about their L1 reading 

habits [Barone, 2006 (Bar)]. A�er this, students are asked if their current uni-

versity was their �rst choice university and if this is their parents �rst choice 

university for the student (feedback). Next, students are asked if their parents 

want them to have the same type of employment in the future, and the same 
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or a higher level of education [Richard & Uehara, 2013 (R & U); (feedback)]. 

�e last question in this section asks if the student thinks their parents were 

education-minded (K & S). �ese questions in this section are all answered 

on a 6-point Likert scale, ranging from completely disagree to completely 

agree.

�ere are two questions in the third section, and they ask students to write 

their �nal expected level of education, and to clearly describe their future ca-

reer (Bar; R & U).

�e fourth section asks about family background. �ere are questions 

about the number of siblings (Y & B); the organizational structure (i.e. single-

parent or two parents) (Y & B); size of the community in which the family 

home is located [Greenman, Bodovski, & Reed, 2011 (G, B, & R); Y & B]; 

types of newspapers read at home (K & S); and questions related to objecti-

�ed cultural capital (i.e. sets of literature, books of poetry, and art and an-

tiques) (G, B, & R; K & S; Bar; Y & B). A�er this there are three questions 

each regarding their father (or other guardian) and their mother (or other 

secondary guardian). �ese questions are type of employment (Bar), educa-

tion-level (Bar), and second languages spoken (feedback). For these ques-

tions, students select the appropriate answers. In some cases, they also need 

to write additional information, such as the name of the second language 

spoken.

�e ��h section has three general categories about the students’ relation-

ships with their families, and these are subdivided into other questions. �e 

�rst category refers to the frequency of conversations with family members 

related to (a) school (K & S); (b) personal problems (K & S); (c) social prob-

lems in Japan (K & S); and (d) social problems abroad (feedback). �e second 

category has eight questions related to the frequency of family time together 

(G, B, & R), including (a) hanging out together (feedback); (b) going to the li-
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brary (K & S); (c) museum visits (K & S; Y & B); (d) live concert attendance 

(feedback); (e) going to the theater (feedback); (f) playing or watching sports 

(feedback); (g) spending time at their summer home (feedback); and (h) 

overseas travel (feedback). �e last category in this section asks two questions 

about the frequency of (a) advice from parents regarding future careers (R, U 

& S-P; feedback); and (b) advice on how to plan for their future careers (R, U 

& S-P; feedback). Questions in this section are scored on the scale: 1＝never 

or almost never; 2＝three or four times a year; 3＝once a month; 4＝several 

times a month; 5＝several times a week; 6＝daily or nearly everyday.

�e second part of the questionnaire has four sections with a total of 27 

questions each for the students experiences while a student at (1) elementary 

school (grades four to six); (2) junior high school; and (3) high school. 

Section six has three questions regarding the type of school (feedback); the 

amount of study at home (K & S; R & U); and whether the student had access 

to textbooks, dictionaries, encyclopedias, personal study desk, a computer 

and a room to study in by her or himself (Bar; G, B, & R; K & S; Y & B). Stu-

dents choose the appropriate answers. 

Section seven asks four questions about the frequency of (a) studying in a 

quiet location (K & S); (b) studying in room where someone else was doing a 

distracting activity (i.e watching TV, cooking dinner) (feedback); (c) studying 

while they themselves were doing another distracting activity (feedback); and 

(d) eating dinner together with the whole family (feedback; G, B, & R). Ques-

tions in this section are scored on the scale: 1＝never; 2＝once or twice a 

week; 3＝three or four times a week; 4＝�ve or six times a week; 5＝everyday.

Section eight is divided into three subcategories and asks a total of 14 ques-

tions. In the �rst subcategory, there are four questions regarding close friends 

and other acquaintances at school, and whether the their teachers conducted 

lessons so that students did research and gave their opinions in class (K & S; 
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feedback). �e second subcategory asks �ve questions about submitting 

homework on time, taking notes in class, giving opinions, reviewing what 

was learned and preparing for the following school day. �e third subcatego-

ry asks �ve questions about help-seeking when problems arrived regarding 

schoolwork (K & S; feedback). Did the students seek help from their peers 

(i.e.schoolmates or siblings) and from adults (i.e. teachers or tutors)? Did 

they double-check answers on tests? Did they review homework and other 

assignments before submitting it? Did they review unknown or incorrect 

problems on returned tests? All questions in section eight are scored on a 

scale of 1 (completely disagree) to 6 (completely agree).

�e �nal section has questions related to extracurricular activities (G, B, & 

R). �ere are four questions. �e �rst question asks students to list the top 

three activities they did a�er school (feedback). �e next question asks if they 

had a tutor or attended a cram school (feedback). �en, if students did not 

have a tutor or did not attend a cram school, they are asked to indicate the 

reason. �e last last question asks about the frequency of additional educa-

tional support from their family (i.e. helping them learn to read and assis-

tance with schoolwork) (K & S; feedback). For these questions, students se-

lect the appropriate answers. 

Part 3

Future directions
As was noted, the current version of the questionnaire is being tested with 

more than 1000 students in the Kanto region. �e questionnaire will be anal-

yzed in two ways. In part one, statistical procedures, such as factor analysis, 

will be used for certain sections of the questionnaire. For other sections, stu-

dent responses will be standardized and summed. Second, a team of three 

raters will assess a random sample of 10％ of the surveys. Students’ learner 
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capital will be scored in four areas: their cultural capital, learning capital, life 

experiences, and goals. Inter-rater reliability will be checked. Ratings will 

then be compared to the results in part one of the analysis. �e goal of these 

two di�erent analyses is to reduce the number of items on the questionnaire.

As was noted in the introduction, the current version of the learner capital 

questionnaire is part of a larger project̶a doctoral dissertation̶which also 

includes L2-English pro�ciency tests, language assessments, and other ques-

tionnaires related to the learners L2-English goals, e�orts to learn the L2, and 

their perceptions and awareness of globalization. �e results from the learner 

capital questionnaire will then be used to predict L2-English language out-

comes; and to better understand learners goal orientations and the e�orts 

they make to reach their goals.

Genda (2006) began the preface to the English version of his popular text, 

A nagging sense of job security, by arguing that as a result of changes in Japa-

nese society following the economic bubble bursting “most [young] Japanese 

are confused as to what goals to set for themselves and how to go about 

achieving them” (p. x). Indeed, Kubota (2011) introduced us to Kazuo, a fac-

tory worker at a Japanese manufacturer, who said: “I’m learning English not 

because I have a clear goal.... I can’t see what I’ll be ... 10 years from now–I 

can’t see it from the current situation I’m in.... I can’t see my future” (p. 253). 

�e result of current neoliberal economic policies and its surrounding dis-

course is such that great burdens have been placed on learners (and workers). 

Inequalities in learner capital are likely to place even greater burdens on indi-

viduals from less fortunate segments of society, engendering greater inequali-

ties in Japanese society in the future.
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