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Retrospective Overview on Higher Education
Research in Forty Years

Akira ARIMOTO"

This paper attempts a retrospective overview of the higher education research conducted by the author
during 40 years at the time of his retirement from Hiroshima University. The main research in these years
focused on five areas: 1) research on educational sociology, including a series of sociological studies on
socialization, deviant behaviour, and social and educational pathology; 2) research on the sociology of
science, including a study of theories of sociology of science, articulation of sociology of science with higher
education research, knowledge and knowledge-based society, academic productivity, research on research and
the research function, and graduate education; 3) studies on evaluation and reward systems mainly focusing
on evaluation systems in the academic world; 4) research on the academic profession including a comparative
study of the academic profession and institutionalization of faculty development (FD); 5) studies on academic
and higher education reform, including undergraduate education, graduate education, curriculum, students,
governance, administration and management, and integration of research, teaching and learning.

In these areas, the author intended to shed light on problems of identity formation through socialization
and/or institutionalization of individuals; of academic association (of educational sociology and of higher
education research); and of the academic profession, universities and colleges, even though they each seem
to be individually independent. In addition, the author has tried to use a comparative sociological approach in
the process of constructing a scientific study of higher education on the basis of educational sociology and the
sociology of science.

Studies and analyses were made specifically of the following topics: 1) initiation of higher education
research; 2) institutionalization of educational sociology; 3) sociology of science; 4) academic productivity;
5) articulation of the sociology of science with higher education research; 6) the academic profession; 7)
comparative studies on institutionalization of FD; 8) reward and evaluation systems; and 9) academic reforms.

In drawing some conclusions, the author identifies some characteristics in his own research activities. First,
identity formation in educational sociology was one of the most important missions throughout the forty-year
long work on higher education research. Second, articulation of the sociology of science and educational
sociology was traced as a means to introducing and developing the tradition and heritage of sociology of
knowledge as well as of the sociology of science. Third, introduction of a comparative approach to theory and
methodology in higher education research was also an important element. Fourth, overlap of study areas in

both the fields of sociology of science and of higher education was recognized and for this reason identified
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as mainly due to methodology. Fifth, and related to the previous component, theory and methodology derived
from the sociology of science was not necessarily useful in discussion of higher education systems, institutions
or organizations, which are proper subjects for higher education research. Sixth, comparative studies of higher
education constituted a pervasive component, in order that the Japanese higher education system might be

placed in an international perspective.



