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[ABSTRACT]

The significance of research on academic degrees for
successful higher education system reform:
Focusing on functional changes in academic degrees and the role of NIAD-UE

HAMANAKA Yoshitaka *

Since the 1990’s, the higher education system has fallen into serious disorder due to a series of changes in
policy, which have been undertaken in the name of emphasizing the individual characteristics of each
university. In recent years, the “academic degree” has come to be the focal point of attention, as a key
concept for solving this problem of disorder in higher education policy. However, the conventional
discussion on degree policy mainly focuses on legislative definitions as degree requirements, and the design
of the new system based on that definition. Meanwhile, substantial analysis of the problems that are really
occurring in Japan’s higher education system and their causes are disregarded. Consequently, the
discussion on degree policy keeps straying from the point and the state of confusion in the higher education
system merely deepens.

This paper aims to present a framework for solving the problem of disorder in the higher education system,
taking the concept of the degree as the key. Firstly, it defines the degree system as a coupling device
between education and social systems. The function that a degree serves in each system is argued in detail.
Then the current disorder of higher education is described as “the dysfunction of the degree system”
caused by external environmental changes. Lastly, the author examines, based on the experience of the
NIAD-UE in awarding degrees, whether the purpose of changes in policy from the 1990s onwards was

appropriate in order to resolve the dysfunction of the degree system.
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