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Higher Education Studies from the Perspective of
Comparative Education

Yoshikazu OGAWA™

This paper examines the trend of higher education studies in the 1990s in comparative and international
education fields from three perspectives: ‘comparison’, ‘international relations’, and ‘area studies’. The
review covers Japanese books and papers published in national-level comparative education related journals,
such as ‘Comparative Education’, ‘Intercultural Education’, ‘International Education’. It also includes the
publication ‘Study of Comparative Education and Culture (‘Study of International Education and Culture’ till
2001) of Kyushu University, which has contributed to the development of comparative education fields for a
long time, although it is not a nation-wide journal.

First, we found that, regarding ‘comparison’ as the first perspective, many researchers were interested in
comparative study between the US and Japan with an implication that Japanese researchers regarded US
education as the model of reform in this area. Recent trends also showed that comparative studies between
China and Japan have become increasingly popular. European countries were added as research fields in the
case of multi-comparative study, but, in general, the research interests of Japanese researchers can be said to
be biased towards the US and Chin. With wider research areas, more unique and varied research could be
available.

Second, in the general area of “international relations” it appears that international student studies have
become more popular in the 1990s. These studies focused especially on their mental adaptation process
through psychological and clinical approaches. This is one of the arresting features of the 1990s. Each
theme tended to be sub-divided into minor parts, with the trend of internationalization studies of Japanese
universities in the 1980s changing its focus into more empirical studies of international students in the 1990s.
Considering the increase in the number of papers in this area, this theme will be expected to develop into one
of the central issues in the near future.

Third, the situation concerning ‘area studies’ appears to be similar to that for ‘comparison’ in that we
found many researchers were still interested in the United States in 1990s. Among papers on US studies, the
trend in the 1990s placed multicultural education, ethnicity and gender issues of education in the limelight in
recent years. In addition, studies of Asian education steadily increased in the 1990s as the number of
fieldworkers in education increased. This is first because, methodologically speaking, fieldwork studies
using participant observation or interview rather than documentary analysis became a common research

method; and second because more researchers could pursue research abroad without financial problems in the
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1990s. However, while Southeast Asian studies were the most popular among Asian education studies in
general, higher education studies of the area have been quite limited so far: it hoped that in the future these
students will be expanded.

As an overall trend, research areas and topics have become increasingly expanded and complicated in
recent years. It is, accordingly, difficult to predict in particular which areas will be more popular in ten or
twenty years. Comparative education, however, has gradually developed positively by focusing on the areas
and issues ignored by many researchers traditionally and socially; and, considering the traditional features, it
is possible that comparative higher education study can find unique themes and to develop them in a unique

way.





