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Introduction

As educators we must ask: What future do we envisage our students will inherit from us? What future are we creating for them by the way we teach, by the way we provide information for their learning, by the systems and infrastructure we put in place? Imagining their world will be the same as the one we occupy is surely folly: changes in the world in the past 50 years have led to some parts of our knowledge base becoming obsolete, or at best, historical, leading to additional new knowledge structures. Yet, do our practices reflect any difference?

Recently, I experienced a part of the students’ world. In a class, I had raised a discussion about "subjective" and "objective". My goal was to facilitate a discussion wherein students would come to recognize how much of their understanding is subjective; that is, based on either very flimsy evidence or on personal observations. The task created quite a lively discussion in a class of 120 students. 

Immediately after that class, two students whom I had taught in a previous year came to talk to me, since they saw me walking the halls. They said: "they had read a friend's Facebook page about my class and the lively discussion that had happened therein. It seems it was an interesting class. We wish we had been there". 

I am not iterating this account to promote the benefits (or otherwise) of social media. Nor am I expressing a belief in the terminology “digital natives” and “digital immigrants”. Personally, I have a very healthy respect and desire for many things analogue. I am often tempted to ask all students to put their mobile phones on their desk and the owner of the phone that rings first has to bring snacks for all the class the following week. Try that when you go out to dinner and the first one that answers their phone pays for dinner!

What struck me about the event - in a relatively traditional environment - was that we “academics”, and possibly many in higher education, are merely waiting for the futures to arrive. We live in a subjective world, where many of us believe we are the gatekeepers of knowledge, of systems and ways of learning, many of which have long passed the expiry date. Our students see futures that we do not; this is not necessarily new. The academy has valuable traditions and practices, but unless we can adapt to emerging the paradigms, we will not all survive as a profession. (Perhaps we should just accept our fate as the natural flow of life). Students, which are the reason why most of us can be academics, will bypass us, overtake us, or will not even notice us. 

HE Trends
Higher education (HE), I believe is in a paradigmatic crisis. The rapid ubiquity of smaller and more mobile technology; reduction in government expenditure on HE coupled with an increased focus on STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Math); continued polarized debates about classroom practice; increased pressure on academic faculty with additional administrative loads; evaluations of performance based on teaching, research and community service; and an expanding presence of international and domestic rankings on institutional performance (a reflection of the academic staff) are all indications a shift is occurring. HE is being forced to adopt a competitive governance model. This is a departure from the historical state-sponsored approach (e.g. Britain, Europe and Australia) toward an entrepreneurial (U.S.A. Ivy League approach) or new public management model (such as the National Corporations Law in Japan).  
Of course, many of these examples outlined above are beneficial - in the sense that the goal is to improve the educational experience and build better futures. A criticism is that they are prescriptive, static, and are often devoid of context. As Eddy and Hart (2011, p.751) outlined: “a single model of faculty work life identity drawn using a research institutional prototype does little to support all faculty members, many of whom work in markedly different institutions”. What is paramount above all is that the institutions recognise the opportunities made possible through the intellectual, political, economic and technological changes to develop new possibilities to new constituents. This means capitalising on the “traditional” values by blending them with the emerging future-potentials to create what Trubek (2001 p.311) called “valuable capabilities”. 

The World Economic Forum outlined “12 pillars” that influence the competiveness of a country. These included institutions, infrastructure, macroeconomic stability, health and primary education, higher education and training, goods & market efficiency, financial market and business sophistication, technological readiness, market size, and innovation (my italics). They define “competitiveness as the set of institutions, policies, and factors that determine the level of productivity of a country” (2010, p.4). The Forum argues (p.5):

Quality higher education and training is crucial for economies that want to move up the value chain beyond simple production processes and products. In particular, today’s globalizing economy requires economies to nurture pools of well-educated workers who are able to adapt rapidly to their changing environment (my emphasis).
Although I admit that selecting the top 20 countries on the Global Competiveness Report is somewhat arbitrary, a comparison of those countries with rankings on PISA 2009 (performance results of students aged 15 years) and the 2012-13 Times Higher Education World University Rankings highlight that the countries who perform well on education (PISA or THE Rankings) are also listed as globally competitive. 

Kehm & Teichler (2007) in reviewing the research in international education, observe that although an overall broadening of the field is occurring, the substance of the publications suggests a change of the discourse is linked to the changing debates. For example (p.264): 

Mobility is no longer that of students and staff alone but also of programmes. Driving forces are no longer institutions and national policy makers alone but increasingly also supranational organisations. New actors have entered the field, notably international consortia and networks. The geographical perspectives have been broadened considerably so that internationalisation in higher education has shifted to encompass all regions of the world (my emphasis). 
Japan

Most Asian HE is offered by private (non-government) providers, although this is somewhat a misnomer in Japan as the central government supports these institutions heavily. Difficulties arise when the private institutions either manipulate the system to attain additional fiscal resources from prospective clients, or when they fail to meet pre-requisite entry-level numbers of students. Understandably, the public universities have cheaper tuition fees than the private organisations.  

There are 141 national, 105 public and 955 private HEIs in Japan. 20% of registered university students attend national universities, 4.4% the public institutions and the remaining 75.6% are enrolled at the private colleges and universities. The Social Sciences are the most popular attracting 35.8% of the student population. Engineering and Humanities courses follow (16.3% each), with 9% enrolled in a Medical, Dentistry, Pharmacology, or Health Science program, 3% in an Agricultural course, and approximately 6% in an education-related strand. Only 3.1% of the total student population are undertaking a science-related degree. The ‘entry rate’, being the number of enrolled students of all ages [E] divided by the population-relevant age group [P] multiplied by 100 (E/P*100) is 52.3 for full-time students. As a comparison, the entry rate in the United States is 48.9, the United Kingdom, 63.1, and Korea, 98.8 (MEXT, 2006).

It is becoming clear that Asian universities are expanding and improving on all global rankings. Traditionally, Japanese HE institutions have led the rankings. More recently, the rise of Singapore, Hong Kong, and Peking Universities and several Korean and Taiwanese institutions have led to a “ranking freefall” for some Japanese universities. Two important points need to be understood. Firstly, rankings do not show the complete story. There may be excellent teaching-based institutions producing quality in-demand creative and competitive students, but the institutions do not publish or research as much as others. Some of the outstanding Liberal Arts colleges in the U.S. attest to this. Similarly, high research output is not synonymous with quality teaching and education. Regardless of the results outlined on “Peer reputation rankings”, some of the public institutions in Japan would fit in this category. Furthermore, improving an institution’s rank has been seen as a strategic priority for some and certain institutions are known to “produce” data that meets the criteria being measured with little other real adjustment.

Secondly, “academic excellence, research productivity and reputation… are not zero-sum games” (Altbach, 2010, p.38). Increases in one variable or area do not equate to decreases elsewhere. This is particularly poignant in the case of Japan. The quality of education provided to Japanese students has not lessened; merely, other institutions have improved whilst Japan’s have remained constant. This partly explains why Japan’s 15 year-old youth continually perform well on PISA tests, while its HE, according to the rankings, is in decline. 

Another factor often not considered is Japan’s shrinking population. The shifting demographics is significantly affecting Japan’s HE futures. A zennyuu jidai, literally ‘all entry era’ has economic implications, particularly for the private providers; simply, this means being able to get enough students through the gate to generate sufficient revenue to operate. Although the shrinking population will have a major impact, it also provides Japan with an opportunity to take the lead and find solutions: China, South Korea, and Taiwan are also likely to be in the same predicament within the next 15 years (Longman, 2010). Caution is warranted as the intellectual capability and output of this new zennyuu jidai  has yet to be objectively studied. Concern has, however, been noted for more than 15 years (Obuchi, 1999; McVeigh, 2002; Bachnik, 2003; Vallance, 2008; Field, 2012).

For example, in 2010, Tokyo University’s Science and Medicine Faculty recorded a 5.0 entry ratio (kyousou ritsu = total examinee candidates ÷ the number of successful applicants). One of Japan’s premier private institutions, Waseda University, had a 4.0 entry ratio for their Advanced Science and Engineering course, Future University Hakodate, a public technology-focused institution in northern Japan, a 4.8 entry ratio for its Systems Information Science program, and Nagoya University of Business and Commerce, a private university in central Japan, an entry ratio of between 1.1 and 1.5 depending upon the faculty. This ratio does not reflect the academic difficulty of either the programs offered or the institution itself. Cram schools in Japan provide a reasonably reliable statistical measure (based on a normal distribution with points ranging from a low of 35 to a high of 70, 50 being the mean) for the difficulty of programs offered in HE institutions. Waseda University’s score was in the high sixties (68 on one table), Future University Hakodate ranked in the mid-forties (46), the Nagoya University of Business and Commerce in low forties, whilst Tokyo University’s Science and Medicine Faculty ranked in the top percentile for the difficulty of its program. 

To survive, HE can no longer rest on past practices. Competition amongst the universities for the decreasing number of students has started as some may face closure if they cannot compete. As noted above, the problem is becoming particularly acute for many of the nation’s ‘lesser’ private universities, some 40% of which currently cannot attract enough students to meet their designated intake quotas (Asahi Shimbun, 2008). It is difficult to envision how many of these institutions can instantaneously create credible academic programs to attract a ‘wider audience’, and if they do, how they will be able to both keep their current clientele and compete in a new market simultaneously. 
There are, however, some fundamental principles that can be instigated, some of which will be beneficial to the rankings game. These include increasing research output, improving the use of technology, expanding pedagogy, and the cornerstone, internationalization. Several universities in Japan recognized this need and began creating programs that would attract an international clientele, over and above the local market, before 2000. These include Keio, Waseda, Ritsumeikan, International Christian University (ICU), Sophia and Akita International University. What is somewhat ironic about HE moving in this direction is that an international secondary school presence has always been available in Japan, limited by the Ministry of Education’s unwillingness to “accredit” their courses in the Japanese system, and by the high fees they demand. 

Internationalization

Systematic and systemic reform is needed in HE. Regardless of the political spin, the opening gambit must be moving HE (and Japan) into an international market. It cannot be denied that the arrival of more things “non-Japanese” (or non-any culture) may reduce current levels of social cohesion. However, it must also be recognized that importing from outside Japan is neither new nor novel, as it has been woven into the fabric of what is “Japanese innovation” since writing systems were introduced from China.
In 2008, the government announced its intention to increase the number of ‘foreign’ students studying in Japanese universities to 300,000, a nearly three-fold increase. The plan resembled a similar proposal by Prime Minister Nakasone in 1983, which outlined a goal to increase the number of international students to 100,000 by the year 2000 (MEXT, 1983). At that time, critics of the plan were quick to point out that what was meant by “internationalization” was the “Japanizing” of the international (non-Japanese) population and not the internationalizing of the local population. MEXT’s (2009a, p.15) 300,000 plan included inviting international students to study in Japan, improving entrance and admission to universities in Japan, promoting the globalization of universities (“to make universities more attractive”), creating an environment for international students, and promoting the social acceptance of students after graduation, including opportunities for employment. Pace of reform has been slow.
According to MEXT (2009a), there were nearly 123,829 international students studying in Japan in 2008, 91.8% of who come from Asia with 65.5% being from China, and 11.9% from South Korea. Students from Europe account for 3.2% of the international population, North Americans 2%, and students from Oceania, South America, Africa and the Middle East each represent less than 1%. The strong concentration of Asian students is a fact not lost on Japanese institutions. Some universities, including the University of Tokyo, have set up liaison offices in China. Despite these efforts, the total international student population comprises less than 4% of the total student body in Japan, well short of the United Kingdom (24.9%), and Australia (24.2%), although not too far behind the U.S.A. (5.5%). This percentage is somewhat misleading as the U.S.A. has nearly five times more international students than Japan. What is more disconcerting is that more and more Japanese students are choosing not to study abroad, falling by 20% since 2004 (Buerk, 2011).

Selected universities were to receive 200 to 400 million yen (between U.S.$2~4 million) with which they were to “strive to recruit between 3000 and 8000 international students” (MEXT, 2009, Press Release). University programs and curricula were to be expanded so that degrees would be earned through studies in English-only classes. 

What can be learnt

A caveat needs to be mentioned at this juncture: the strategy to internationalize should not be merely a structural adjustment; it needs to be recognized as a practical necessity. For example, in Japan, much existing curricula or pedagogy is likely not to be competitive on the international market, let alone attract the kind of student Japan requires if it is to receive any ‘benefit’ for the knowledge society, other than financial. Secondly, much of the domestic population is currently unable to participate in any course taught in another language other than Japanese.

To give an example: The return on investment of Japan’s second language (English) education is abysmal. After six years of compulsory language education in junior and senior high school, the majority of the population, remain, by and large, monolingual. Language education, like all education in the primary and secondary sectors has two foci. The first is to solidify a Japanese identity; the second is to provide training for the exam (juken) system, neither of which supports the learning practices that are needed in a ‘knowledge-based’ – or international - society. In most HE institutions, language education is not supported across the curriculum, and many faculty see no need for students to acquire another language in their discipline. The result is that many second language-teaching staff remain “necessary obstacles” rather than assets for their institutions (Crawford and Field, 2010). Again, the exceptions are Keio, Waseda, ICU et al. 

The weakest indicator for Japan’s HE institutions on both the QS World Rankings and THE World rankings is the international component, both student body and faculty. Assuming that the curricula can be redesigned, and non-Japanese students can be encouraged to study long-term (rather than on short-term exchange programs), the faculty mix remains a stubborn roadblock. As mentioned above (Eddy & Hart, 2011), there is no single model of faculty work-life, as many work in markedly different institutions and choose markedly different professional paths in academia (administrator, research, teacher, with different weightings throughout a career). To repeat, what is paramount is that the institutions recognise the valuable capabilities that exist. New courses are important; but unless new Schools, Faculties or Departments are simultaneously created as “homes” to these courses, and day-to-day operations are implemented to suit the international environment, it is unlikely that success will be forthcoming. Bill Harshbarger’s 2013 expose of life at ICU provides an insightful (and not too unusual though not often publicized) example. Moreover, research results need to be disseminated internationally as opposed to the strong tendency toward the domestic market. It should be outlined, however, that a semi-international strategy, with vast fiscal resources to support, has enabled the flagships Tokyo and Kyoto Universities to limit the “damage” of the rankings slide - Tokyo more so than Kyoto.

Merely providing an international program with international staff is not a guarantee for success. It is difficult to evaluate the curricula of many institutions other than what is available as a public document. From experience at one of the higher ranked institutions, and anecdotal evidence from student feedback on social media, I believe there is a need to improve some courses to an international standard – whatever that “standard” of accreditation would mean. Another factor that seems to have some relevance is location. Akita International University, a regional university in Northern Japan, is an outlier as it is experiencing a degree of success that other non-urban located institutions are not. It may be possible that the international market that AIU target is different to the other non-urban institutions, or simply they have unshackled themselves from the HE cultural burden. The trend, however, is a U-turn back into accessible urban areas.
An example of an initiative

Based on the Ministry of Education’s fiscal initiatives, the dwindling population, and to a lesser extent, the success of internationalization of other universities, a number of second-tier institutions have ventured onto the internationalization path, including Meiji, Toyo, Seikei and Kyorin Universities. This paper will briefly summarize one initiative by Kyorin University to highlight strengths and potential weaknesses that other institutions elsewhere can learn from. Kyorin’s initiative is chosen as a case because the university is somewhat representative of second-tier institutions and because feedback from prospective international partners has been that the Kyorin initiative is the most radical of the new ideas forthcoming.

Kyorin University currently occupies two campuses: one in the suburban city of Mitaka, a popular and prosperous residential area within easy reach of central Tokyo; the other on the outskirts of the city of Hachioji further to the west, in the attractive foothills of some mountains but not conveniently located for access by road or rail.  The Mitaka campus has a reputable Medical School with a large hospital. The Hachioji Campus accommodates a Faculty of Health Sciences, a Faculty of Foreign Languages (with successful sections for Chinese Language, and Tourism and Hospitality), and a Faculty of Social Sciences, currently a drain on resources due to many issues outlined above.  Following the U-turn trend, Kyorin will move most of its Hachioji facilities to a new site within walking distance of the Mitaka Campus, thus establishing a University that is less fragmented, and more integrated.  The new campus will also be located not far from Kichijoji, a lively area that is an important peripheral transport hub for the west of Tokyo and popular with young people. 

Kyorin will establish a new Faculty, combining the existing Social Science and Foreign Language Faculties. The curriculum will be fully revised and extended to focus on courses being taught in English or Chinese. Some courses will be offered in Japanese to cater for existing monolingual staff, domestic students and international students who may choose to learn in Japanese as well. The number of courses available will be limited as students will need satisfy a requisite number of credits in courses not taught in Japanese, which will be substantially more. 

Kyorin is establishing agreements with universities outside Japan that will accept up to about 20 Kyorin students into credit bearing courses. The MOUs are not limited to the traditional exchange partners in the U.S.A, U.K., Australia, etc. as opportunities are being pursued in Thailand, the Philippines, and Africa. Extra help with English language skills may be required, however, the primary goal is to place students into regular credit-bearing degree courses at the host institutions. To achieve this, an intensive language program similar to ICU’s will be created. Where Kyorin’s initiative deviates from the ICU program will be that a study-abroad experience will be mandatory in the second year, similar to the Waseda University School of International Liberal Studies program.

Kyorin has further capitalized on the Waseda program by employing the previous Dean as Vice President. He brings with him assets of credibility, experience and reputation, both domestically and internationally. His task is formidable as a number of existing staff and faculty are focused on, with systems anchored to, domestic processes - remnants of traditional Japanese HE. To offset this resistence, he will need to rely on the dynamic component - staff and faculty who have come from outside the University and recognize that internationalizing is the future for the University, for students, for their research and for Japan. Kyorin will need to offset the dearth of international faculty by employing additional teachers, researchers, administrative teaching coordinators, and other content-based curriculum designers so potential students are effectively educated for their futures. 

If rates of success/failure in start-up initiatives from industry are indicative, offering something radically different might be an advantage (e.g. it is not just another noodle shop), but reciprocally, it is high risk, particularly in Japan, known to be a conservative society – until an idea has “caught on”. Furthermore, the economic situation needs to be considered as it may adversely and inadvertently affect student choices and decisions. Timing (of any idea or initiative) will also play a factor. Currently the market seems ready to accept new players, however, scenario planning would help to offset any sudden shifts.
The key to success of any international initiative will be how effectively it can not only communicate the vision of the future but how well their programs deliver; that is, equip students to create those futures. Much can be learnt be emulating the successful examples, but care must be taken as each institution has a different context. What is known is that some existing systems, practices and research norms may be necessary but they are far from sufficient if HE is to remain a viable option for the future of young people – or even for life-long learning of the rapidly ageing population.
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Images of the New Mitaka campus for Kyorin University
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