Higher Education Reform in Japan

urrently, there are 756

universities in Japan:

87 national universities,
89 public universities and 580
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private universities. In per capita
terms, this approximates the
level in the U.S. However, if we
consider demographic shifts,
Japan probably has too many
universities. But more important
than numbers is the issue of
the quality of Japanese
universities.
In October 2006, then-
Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe established the
Education Rebuilding
Council (ERQ). Its
17 members were
drawn from various
reaches of Japanese
society. The ERC is
chaired by Nobel
Prize scientist Ryoji
Noyori. | am one
of three university
presidents on the
Committee. Fujio Cho,
chairman of Toyota
Motor Company, and
Morio lkeda, former CEO
of Shiseido, represent
the business sector. In our
second report, delivered
to the PM’s Cabinet
in June, we proposed
that Japan should strive
to place at least five
universities among the
world’s top 30 universities
within 10 years, and at
least one in the top 10. High
hurdles stand in our way.
Approximately 15 years
ago, nearly all Japanese
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universities shifted away from
Liberal Arts education; Japanese
undergraduates suffered as
students were forced into small
rooms of specialized education.
Students came to view the
purpose of university education
as the acquisition of specialized
skills and qualifications. In
my view, universities that
operate this way are not
universities. Liberal Arts
education must return to Japan.
The focus of the ERC is on
education at all levels, such
as bullying in elementary and
secondary schools, the need to
provide students with a quiet
environment conducive to
learning, the quality of teachers
and course content, moral
education, and the family as a
starting point for education.
My specific responsibilities
on the committee include early
education for smal! children,
including English-language
instruction in elementary
schools, and so-called “univer-
sity autonomy.” Here, | confine
myself to higher education.
In higher education, the ERC
proposed to: (1) permit schools
to matriculate students in
September; (2) promote Liberal
Arts education; (3) restrict the
intake into graduate programs
for undergraduates from the
same university to 30%;
(4) adopt the semester system
and GPA system; (5) shift focus
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from increasing the number to
increasing the quality of inter-
national students in Japan; (6)
expand the scope of courses
taught in English; (7) recruit
faculty and staff in an open,
public, transparent process; (8)
adopt a fixed-term employment
contract system; (9) strengthen
universities through integration;
and (10) end the faculty election
process for appointment of presi-
dents at national universities.
Akita International University
(AIU) has already implemented
many of these reforms. Each year
since our establishment in April
2004, we have ranked among
the top Liberal Arts universities
in Japan. Our Japanese name,
EPRIEBEKEF, literally translated
is “International Liberal
Arts University.” Our entire
curriculum is in English. Every
AlU student must successfully
complete at least one year
abroad. In other words, 25% of
our curriculum is delivered by
our more than 60 international
partners. We allow students
to matriculate in September.
All members of our faculty
and staff are on fixed-term
contracts, including me. More
than half of our faculty and
directors are non-Japanese.
Soon, as much as 25% of our
on-campus student body will
be non-Japanese, coming to
AlU from around the world.

Dr. Mineo Nakajima is President of
Akita International University and
Member of the Prime Minister's
Education Rebuilding Council.
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