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[ABSTRACT)

Japanese Higher Education Reform in 1990’s

Ryoichi KUROHA*

h

There are roughly 550 universities in Japan, including national, public and private insti-
tutions. These days, all at once, they are reforming their organizations and curricula. This
is the first such widespread reform since the present fouryear university system was started
in 1949, when Japan was still under the occupation of the Allied forces. Before the war,
Japan had a binary higher education system consisting of universities plus colleges and spe-
cial schools. Universities involved more than five years, combining a preparatory course and
a regular course, while colleges and' special schools took three years. Under the Allied Oc-
cupation, this was reformed into the single system known as the 6-3-3-4 system—six years
of primary school, three years of junior high school three years of senior hlgh school and
four years of college. With the exception of medlcal dental and vetermary studles all uni-
versity education became four years. University enrollment expanded by 10 times the level
befdre the war. Under the system, the University of’Tolr{yo, world-famous for its tough
entrance-exam race, and & no-name university that has )great difficulty filling its enrollment
quota are classified the same. :

W«Jr the reform bemg carried out today by all universities is the attempt
to diversify under this system. ' In the past several years, about 600,000 students have entered
college each year This is about 30 percent of the total population of their age group. Uni-
versity orgamzatlon of faculty and administration naturally must diversify in line with the
popularization of university education. However, the former Standards for the Establishment
of Unxversmes, one of the regulatlons of the mestry of Educatlon recognized only one kind
of umver51ty organization, and it was rigid. In July 1991 the Mxmstry of Educatlon revised
the standards completely and made it p0551b1e for each department and division of a univer-
sity to design and conduct its curriculum freely. )

It is not because of administrative negligence that the Ministry of Education did not
totally revise the standards earlier despite the fact that the diversification of universities be-
came conspieuous mény years ago. There was a fear that unless the standards were kept
strict, universities might lower their quality of education. The fear persists today. Therefore,
the standards retain provisions setting the “total frame” of a university, such as the ratio of
the area of school grounds to buxldmgs and of teaching staff to students.

w&r the brisk _reform of universities is the decrease in the youth
population. Under Japan’s edum system, in which children enter primary school at the
age of 6,the time for them to advance to college usually comes when they are 18. The pop-
ulation of 18-year-olds was around 1.6 million from the 1970s through the first half of the
1980s. The number increased thereafter, and exceeded 2 million in 1991 and 1992. But it
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is now decreasing and is expected to fall to 1.5 million in 2000. The recent trend in births
indicates that the 18-year-old population will eventually dwindle to about 1.2 million. Ever
since around 1900, university management has been a “i‘pérg etual grov{rth industry” sustained
by the increase in the population and by the rise in the ratio of students going on to higher
education. But from now on, university management is going to join the ranks of “struc-
turally depressed industries” for sure. Universities have already started to li_g,_ with each other
to attract students. It is also necessary for universities to attract older. adults who did not
receive higher education in their youth but are now eager to continue their education. Thus,
universities have become enthusiastic about restructuring their organizations and curricula.

Another reason for the i'estructuring of university educations is the growing need to
develop specialists and professionals who have been made necessary by advances in science
and technology and by the increasing complication of the economic structure of society.

'Hré’ms*z!)for university reform is rather technical: the problem of the plledup
system involving a considerable number of Japanese universities.. Under the old Standards
for the Estabhshment of Universities, university educatlon was to provide a liberal education
for “developmg people of broad and deep cultural refinement and abundant human qualities.”
and to provide specml or professmnal education. There were no stlpulatlons regarding the
educational structure for this. However, because the requisite number of units for both were
close, many universities offered liberal education for one and a half to two years, and spccial
or professional education on top of that.

Moreover, in the case of national universities, the salaries for professors of liberal edu-
cation were low &espite the fact that ;they had a heavier teaching load than those in depart-
ments of special atid professional education. Along with the revision of the Standards for
the Estabhshment of Universities, the Ministry of Educatlon began to try to eliminate this
dual structure of university education and teachers through administrative and fiscal efforts.

This is the {hll‘d fac;or that is leading to the vitalization of individual universities.

As for the substance of the reforms, they are so varied that it is not possible to give a
comprehensive explanatlon in the limited space available here. Therefore we shall touch on
three aspects that are common to the reforms of all universities, referring to data compiled
by the erustry of Education in May.

s curricular reform. Already, about two-thirds of national and public univer-
sities and just under half of private universities have begun to review the division between
compulsory and optional subjects, establish comprehensive subjects, review the classification
of subjects and review the unmber of units necessary for graduation. Many universities have
adopted the small-class system for seminars and teaching foreign laﬂguages. :

E:if se%ggs reform of teaching methods. In this field, the wide use of the term syllabus
is notable, Many American universities prepare a syllabus for the full term, and sometimes
also for each month or lesson. In Japan, even among universities that have adopted syllabuses,
only fullterm syllabuses are prepared. This is not to say that instructors of all subjects
should prepare one-month or one-lesson syllabuses. There may be classes in which lessons
center around reports submitted by students on predetermined subjects. Also, regarding
scicnce courses, there is no need for reform now, because the specialization and levels are
well-established. The Ministry of Educations is interested in whether or not there are syl-



labuses in the humanities and social science courses because classes in these fields used to
be conducted rather loosely in many universities.

m‘ eform concerns self-examination and self-evaluation regarding university man-
agement and education. The revised Standards for the Establishment of Universities contain
a provision that expects that self-examination and self-evaluation will be conducted. National
universities that cannot submit a report on their implementation of this provision will probably
be at a disadvantage regarding budgetary FOpTRte Af;-tkl‘lﬂe‘ m;)wing year. In the case of
private universities, in applying to the Ministry of Education for permission to establish a
new department or division, or to reorganize existing ones, a university will have to submit
documents regarding the reform of existing sections. This virtually goercive..practice is pro-
moting self-examination and self-evaluation. However, among experts in university problems
there is a view that true evaluation is not possible unless conducted by a peer group, such
as by the kind of accreditation agencies that exist in the United States and are active on a
regional or disciplinary basis.

University reform in Japan is only at its start, and it is not certain whether it will be
implemented completely. Whatever the case, the fact that for the first time since the start of
the pres(;nt university system the majority of universities, each on its own, have started to

make reform offorts is, in itself, of great significance.






