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Exploring Kansai University Students' Gender Attitudes
through Nearly 40 Years of Continuous Surveys

Tracing Changes in Student Attitudes over Time
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e Gender Studies Research Group, Institute of Human Rights Studies

Professor Chie Sakai (Faculty of Sociology)
Professor Futoshi jhgd (Faculty of Letters)
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Since 1987, the Gender Studies Research Group at Kansai Univer-
sity’s Institute of Human Rights Studies has been surveying the uni-
versity’s students about their attitudes toward gender. This fall, the
group will conduct its sixth student survey, the first in nine years. Over
nearly 40 years, how have the society students live in and the gender
issues they face changed, and what have the surveys revealed? We
spoke with Professor Chie Sakai of the Faculty of Sociology and Pro-
fessor Futoshi Taga of the Faculty of Letters about the history of the
Institute of Human Rights Studies, the value of continuing the surveys,
and the realities of student life that this latest survey will explore.
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Establishing the First Institute of Its Kind at a Private University

The Institute of Human Rights Studies researches and investi-
gates discrimination in Japan and abroad. Its aim is to secure funda-
mental human rights within and beyond the university and to advance
education and research in support of that goal. Its predecessor,
the Institute of Buraku Studies, was established in 1974. It was the
second university institute in Japan to address human rights and dis-
crimination, and the first at a private university.

In June 1985, it was reorganized as the Institute of Human
Rights Studies, with four research groups covering buraku issues,
race and ethnicity, issues facing handicapped people (now people
with disabilities), and women’s issues (now gender). The Women’s
Issues Research Group was renamed the Gender Studies Research
Group in the 2008 academic year. Professor Sakai, who serves as
secretary, describes the institute’s activities: “Each group holds two
research seminars a year, making eight across the institute. There are
also opportunities for students to attend or watch online. In addition
to publishing our findings in a twice-yearly bulletin, the institute holds
four public lectures a year, which are also open to people outside the
university.” One of these research activities is the survey of Kansai
University students’ attitudes toward gender, which dates back to the
Women'’s Issues Research Group.
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How the surveys have evolved with the times

The Gender Studies Research Group and its predecessor, the
Women’s Issues Research Group, conducted surveys of Kansai
University students’ attitudes in 1987, 1993, 2002, 2008, and 2017.
This fall’s survey will be the sixth, and the first in nine years. At the
time of the first survey in 1987, women made up 16.8% of Kansai
University’s undergraduates. “The Act on Equal Opportunity and
Treatment between Men and Women in Employment had come into
force in 1986, marking a step toward institutional reforms to encour-
age women’s participation in society. Yet sexist ways of thinking and
behaving were more deeply entrenched in everyday life than they are
today. It appears that the survey was launched against this backdrop
primarily to explore students’ attitudes toward gender roles and how
those attitudes affected their daily lives,” says Professor Taga.

From the 1990s onward, the legal framework for gender equality devel-
oped further with the enactment of the Act on Childcare Leave, Caregiver
Leave, and Other Measures for the Welfare of Workers Caring for Children
or Other Family Members; the Basic Act for Gender Equal Society; and the
Act on the Prevention of Spousal Violence and the Protection of Victims.
As society changes, continuing the surveys makes it possible to track
shifts in students’ attitudes by comparing the findings with earlier results.
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Kansai University Student Survey on Gender Attitudes: Overview of Surveys 1-5
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Guidebooks on gender and human rights issues
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The surveys have also helped shape education at the university.
One example is the introduction of courses on gender. In the 2000s,
members of what was then the Women’s Issues Research Group
began offering a series of courses on women'’s issues for limited two-
year periods. In the 2008 academic year, “Contemporary Society and
Gender” and “War and Gender” became regular general education
courses, with the latter running until the 2020 academic year. Several
faculties subsequently introduced specialized courses on gender.
By documenting students’ attitudes in the context of their lives, the
surveys helped make the case for offering these courses regularly
and appear to have contributed to their introduction. Another major
achievement was the introduction of the general education course
“Contemporary Society and Sexuality” in the 2022 academic year.

The content of the surveys has also changed over the years. With
the fourth survey in 2008, the research theme changed from “Univer-
sity Education and Women” to “University Education and Gender.”
The fifth survey, in 2017, added questions on issues facing men, sex-
ual diversity, and dating violence to the existing questions on the divi-
sion of roles between men and women, views on marriage, and other
topics. By retaining questions for comparison over time while adding
others that address the issues of the day, the surveys have captured
the realities of life for Kansai University students at each stage.

Understanding students today: The first survey in nine years

For this survey, the first in nine years, the questions have been
revised to reflect changes in society and students’ circumstances.
“Overt discrimination against women has declined in society, and the
proportion of women among our students has also increased. At the
same time, we believe new problems may have emerged. Students
who feel different from those around them in terms of sexuality or
gender identity may find it difficult to study at university or seek ad-
vice. We've designed the questions to explore the specifics of these
problems with care,” says Professor Sakai.

The survey findings have provided a basis for introducing cours-
es on women'’s issues and gender, and for considering how course
content can meet students’ needs. The group also hopes to share
students’ own voices with faculty and staff to deepen their under-
standing of gender issues and encourage discussion about how the
university supports and educates its students.

Students will also have a new way to respond. Whereas the previ-
ous survey in 2017 accepted both postal and online responses, this
survey will use the university’s Information System portal and invite
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responses from all first- and third-year students.

“The main purpose of this survey is to understand the attitudes of
Kansai University students. Of course, national surveys cover larger
populations and achieve higher response rates, but our students’
views do not necessarily match the national average. We believe it
is important to understand the circumstances of the students we in-
teract with every day and teach in our classrooms. We need to listen
to the problems students face today. The survey should provide a
valuable opportunity to consider how the university can respond and
what it should do,” explains Professor Taga.

“Gender issues do not concern only those who see themselves
as belonging to a minority. Friends or family members around you
may be struggling or facing difficulties. Your peers may be sharing
the same campus while hesitating to speak up or feeling that they
have no place here. These issues concern every one of us. | hope
students will take an active part in the survey, recognizing that they
too have a role in addressing these issues,” says Professor Sakai.
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