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Structural Changes in Japan’s Higher Education System
—From a Planning Model to a Market Model -

Ikuo Amano*

The expansion of higher education always seems to become a political issue in any
industrial democracy and Japan is no exception. Since its inception under the American
occupation, Japan’s higher education system has faced hard choices about its direction.

There were two forces at work in this process. One, the orientation towards expansion with
emphasis on market mechanism, and the other, the inclination to control expansion by way of
government planning. The balance between these two forces tends to shift at various stages of
development, thus creating cyclical phases between expansion and stagnation.

The expansionist orientation originates from an egalitarian society where income levels
and life-styles are so standardized that as much as 80% of the constituency consider themselves
as belonging to the middle class. In this environment the opportunity for higher education
should be open to any individual having a certain level of intelligence. This expansionary
orientation is held by many industrialists because it implies that business will be able to exploit
a relatively well-trained labor force at a relatively small wage premium.

Another proponent of the expansionist orientation are the numerous School Corporations.
its enrollment in 1993 accounted for 30% of all
students in senior high schools, 73% in four-year colleges and universities, and 90% in two-year
colleges. Normally a private institution is established and managed by a School Corporation.
A School Corporation may comprise institutions at different school levels, sometimes ranging
from kindergarten to graduate school. These bodies are best described as enterprises, always
working toward development and expansion. Without understanding the behavior of these
entities, it is difficult to appreciate the nature of development in Japan’s higher education.
The restrictionist orientation is often advocated by economic leaders who fear the possibie
negative consequences of over-expansion, i.e. social and political instability arising from high
unemployment among college graduates. Such concern was particularly strong during the
period between the end of the war and the beginning of the 1960s. However, rapid economic
growth since then has made this argument virtually obsolete. A restrictionist orientation was
also found among elitist institutions of higher education, who felt their privileged status

threatened by an invasion of the masses. But, since most of the elitist institutions were national,
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and were therefore financially secure and immune from the pressures for expansion, their
concern never became public.

As a result, the major force behind restrictionist orientation was found in Government,
particularly the Ministry of Education. Traditionally, the entire Japanese education system was
under the strong supervision and control of the central government. Higher education was no
exception. Although the educational reforms enacted under the American occupation consider-
ably weakened the government’s direct control over higher education institutions, the orienta-
tion towards stronger, if indirect, control and planned growth remains. One might argue that
society wants the Ministry to operate this way, to counterbalance the strong incentives for
expansion among many School Corporations.

The major policy measure given the Ministry of Education to effect this restrictionist
orientation was its power to charter higher education institutions. Establishment of new
institutions, new faculties or any other changes related to the size of enrollment, is subject to
approval by the Ministry of Education based on the University Establishment Standards.
Although the review itself is undertaken by the University Establishment Council many of
whose members are academics, the Ministry in its capacity as council secretariat can exert
considerable influence, primarily in the application and definition of the Codes.

Hence, the balance between expansionist and restrictionist orientations has been deter-

mined by the interaction between the School corporations and the Ministry of Education.



