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Universities and Government:
how ongoing university reform has changed
the relationship between them
Shinichi YAMAMOTO*

Since the beginning of the 1990s, universities in Japan have experienced great reforms on a scale that had
never occurred in the 1960s, 70s, and 80s. They had enjoyed so-called university autonomy, which used to be
regarded as the right to oppose various higher education policies initiated by the government as well as
carrying the responsibility for self-governance. The Ministry of Education had tried to reform the university
system in terms of governance, administration, programs, finance and so on in order to make universities more
adaptable to the emerging needs of people and society, and because the massification of higher education and
sophistication of science and technology demanded that universities should change. However such reforms
were very difficult for the Ministry because of the strong university autonomy that was supported by the
community as well as by the faculty in the universities.

However, this situation changed in the early 1990s. In 1991, the Ministry of Education, on the recommendation
of the University Council, introduced a new rule requiring universities themselves to check and evaluate their
teaching/research quality. This later developed to become the university accreditation system in 2004. In
terms of resource allocation, the Ministry has initiated various kinds of new competitive funds, such as the
Centers of Excellence Program (COE) and Good Practices in Teaching (GP), and universities compete for
these funds with each other. National universities were reformed and incorporated in 2004, by which
universities remain autonomous but also become responsible to the Minister of Education. Failure of their
governance may cause a decrease of funds from the Ministry. By these policies and others, universities now
rely on the Ministry more than ever and the Ministry has been successful in taking the initiative in university
reform.

Why is it that the Ministry has been successful in taking the initiative and why have the universities lost
their opposition? Among the various reasons, the following are very important. First is the end of Cold War,
which changed the political environment in Japan and made parties opposing university reform weaker; second
is the collapse of the bubble economy in Japan, which has led to demands that universities be more adaptable
to economic and scientific developments; and third is the decline of the 18-year old population that has created
to the shortage of students, which in turn requires universities to be more conscious of students’ and their
parents’ needs. These changes happened to occur in the early 1990s.

For these reasons, universities have had to become more responsive to the new social and economic

* Director and Professor, R.I.H.E., Hiroshima University
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environment. To do so universities have needed to reform. However, we should think seriously about the role
of the government. Government needs not only to stimulate competition among universities but to prevent too
much competition; again it needs to secure the basic research and teaching that may not be of immediate use
to society. The role and responsibility of the university should be a long view. Government should help
universities play such a long-viewed role. In this regard, we should review the current relationship of

universities with government.
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