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“Research on higher education policy” and
“Policy research of higher education”

Junko HAMANAKA *

This article seeks to compare two types of policy discussions that are taking place among higher education
researchers. The two areas of discussion are 1) identifying a policy at the beginning of the discussion,
formulating questions from it, examining the current situation and then reverting to discussion of the policy;
and 2) first examining the current situation and then identifying a necessary policy. If we name the former
“research on higher education policy” and the latter “policy research of higher education,” it seems that recent
policy discussions place more emphasis on “research on higher education policy.”

Historically speaking, in the field of higher education research, “policy research of higher education” has
been tried very often, such as policy issues based on the Mass Higher Education thesis and the problems of the
cost burden. However recently the impression is that the current trend is more towards “research on higher
education policy” as a means of explaining what is happening to the policy in order to indicate policy
problems and future directions.

Of course, there are reasons for this shift. Most importantly, too many policies have been developed since
the 1990s. Because there was dramatic increase in factors which imposed a need for further consideration of
the policies themselves, a shift in the pattern of discussion might have been inevitable.

But this trend may also have been accompanied by problems. For example, if “policy research of higher
education,” which looks at the current status in order to choose the right policy, becomes weak, the risk of
overlooking policy issues that should have been given top priority might increase. Moreover, as “research on
higher education policy” increases, more people appear to develop discussions on the same premise and
constraints as are implicit in the policy.

To avoid misunderstanding, it is not that the “research on higher education policy” is itself the problem.
“Research on higher education policy” and “policy research of higher education” are both important.
Discussion should be developed in order that researchers can enhance both types of discussions. This

constitutes a crucial aspect and therefore requires a reexamination of the current trend of policy discussions.

* Assistant Professor, National Center for University Entrance Examinations
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