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Centres for Higher Education Research and Development:
the varying nature of their tasks and
the ambiguity of their existence

Masahiro TANAKA *

This paper aims to describe the characteristics of higher education centres in Japan by focusing particularly
on the varying nature of their tasks and the ambiguity of their existence. More specifically, the first section
provides a brief history of Japanese higher education centres and divides them into three categories. The
second section uses quantitative data from a prior study to clarify the present situation of the centres: this
clarification facilitates an understanding of the varying nature of the centres’ tasks. The third section discusses
the current problems faced by the centres. The roots of these problems can be traced to the lack of
specialization of the centre staff and to the fact that the staff members have a minimal voice in the choice of
their colleagues. This discussion is subsequently developed into the conclusion of this paper.

In its conclusions, this paper suggests that despite an ever-increasing demand for faculty developers, few
institutions in Japan are capable of training faculty developers. A question pertaining to the status of faculty
developers, whether they are academics or professionals, needs to be addressed. Nevertheless, higher
education centres of the Okayama-type, in addition to some of the Kobe-type, have undoubtedly fulfilled a
function of serving as the first career step for many young researchers in the sphere of higher education, even
though these researchers are basically supposed to perform as faculty developers. This situation makes it
difficult for researchers in higher education to advocate that faculty developers be categorized as professionals.
A good researcher in higher education is not always a good faculty developer. On the contrary, if some
researchers are reluctantly working as faculty developers to make a living or to develop their careers, it is

cause for concern not only for them but also for their higher education centres and universities.

* Associate Professor, Center for Educational Research and Development, Shimane University



