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Comparative Study of Doctoral Education in
the United States and Japan:
interview study of engineering professors of
South Korea, China and Taiwan

Yoshikazu OGAWA *

This paper is a comparative study of doctoral education involving the United States and Japan mainly based
on interview study. The informants of this study are professors from South Korea, China, and Taiwan, who
earned doctoral degrees at graduate schools of engineering in Japan or the United States. It focuses, in
particular, on clarifying the features and the problems of doctoral courses in Japan, such as research direction,
research activities, and the process of writing dissertations, drawing a comparison with those of the United
States. The main findings of the study fall into the following four areas.

First, the interview study shows that there are no big differences in time needed to obtain a degree, at least
in engineering fields, between Japan and the United States. The result is especially important for international
students who plan to go back to their mother countries. Nor, as far as the engineering fields are concerned, is
it necessarily hard to earn a doctoral degree in Japan. Accordingly, international students show no tendency to
abandon doctoral studies in Japan for this reason. Japan introduced the U.S. PhD-type of doctoral degrees
through the postwar university reform and subsequently ensured that the new system worked by revision of the
‘academic degree rule’ in the 1970s. Despite these changes, professors and universities in Japan, especially in
the humanities and social sciences fields, either did not change, or could not be freed from their traditional
view that the doctoral degree was conferred on the basis of a compilation of work as senior researchers. This
study suggests, however, that in Japan, as in the United States, engineering schools have had a common view
of academic degrees at least from the 1970s, in recognizing a doctoral degree could be conferred at the outset
of an academic life.

Second, in doing research work, international students receive and take charge of specific research topics on
the basis of discussion with their advisors. In most cases the topics form part of their advisors larger projects.
This means that joint research is common in engineering fields as it needs large scale experimental devices and
instruments. By giving students specific research topics that professors can control, the style of educating
students does work effectively. This aspect provides a major difference from the research style in the
humanities and social sciences fields, where doctoral studies advance original research that is sometimes
completely distant from an advisor’s project, and is based on an individual research interest.

In research work, it is needless to say that the most important issue for doctoral students is to obtain

* Associate Professor, Graduate School of Education, Tohoku University
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meaningful data in their many experimental activities. In so doing, we come to the third point. Although most
international students have bitter or sweet recollections of their research activities, those from Japanese
graduate schools have more vivid impressions than those from the U.S. Although the reasons need to be
analyzed from many aspects, the differing research styles may strongly influence this response. While in the
U.S. experimental studies are often computer-based simulations, usually performed individually by students,
in Japan experiments tend to be performed with large scale equipment and require collaborative work by
people working together and also often making joint oral presentations at seminars. They therefore share their
memories with colleagues. Of course, the research activities in both countries are demanding processes:
students in the U.S. graduate schools fight against loneliness, while those in Japan feel pressure from working
under constant observation.

Fourth, before submitting dissertations, it seems harder to earn a doctoral degree in Japan as it requires a
prerequisite of a few published papers in academic journals, even though international students do not feel so
much pressure to publish papers in academic journals as their Japanese colleagues. Indeed, the requirement of
publications in scholarly journals seems to play an important role in sustaining the standard of doctoral
degrees as, in the absence of extended coursework, doctoral courses in Japan lack other effective quality
controls.

Finally, from these interviews, the study enables us to realize how important doctoral degrees are for
international students. International students move on a world-wide scale, and acquiring talented international
students has been one of the key issues for each university under global competition. Although we are
cautions on the one side about the problem of inflation of academic degrees, we should also pay attention to
the point of damaging the national interests of Japan in the case that international students in Japan return to

their mother countries without achieving doctoral degrees.
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