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1. The Development of Higher Education in Japan    
 

The modern higher education system of Japan was introduced in the late 19th 
century when the first university, called “Imperial University,” was established in Tokyo 
in 1887 aiming at modernizing Japan by importing the most advanced knowledge from 
overseas and by training future elite. The number of universities gradually increased to 
be 46 in 1940s.  In addition to these universities, there were various kinds of higher 
education institutions, which had different missions and prestige.  
 The higher education system in Japan was completely reformed after the World 

War II.  The most specific feature of the new system was that the various kinds of 
higher education institutions at that time merged with a single system of “university” 
that was composed of 4-years undergraduate programs and, for some universities, 
graduate programs. This merger caused a problem of quality of teaching and research 
because majority of the new universities had been non-university institutions before the 
war, while it become easier for the people to enroll there.  

   During the rapid growth of higher education in Japan, some small amendments 
were made such as creating 2-years junior college system and 2-3 years technical 
colleges and so on. However, the main structure of 4-years university system has been 
maintained. Today, Japanese higher education become huge, which has 726 universities, 
and 488 junior colleges, and students enroll there are around 3 million.  In addition to 
these, there are 63 colleges of technology and 3,439 technical colleges, both of which are 
regarded as a part of higher education system.  A half of young people are estimated to 
enroll in universities and colleges after graduation of senior high schools. The current 
Japanese higher education system is shown in the Chart 1.  

   Due to the massification of higher education, the Ministry of Education has tried 
to reform the higher education system since 1970s. Various kinds of policy for the 
reform were implemented including the Higher Education Plan, financial aid for private 
institutions, reform of entrance examination, and establishing new type of national 
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universities such as the University of Tsukuba. The aim of those policies was to 
maintain the quality of education while controlling the expansion in quantity. The 
reform in 1970s, however, was not so much successful because it was not easy for all the 
people understand that universities should be reformed. The fundamental change had 
not come until the beginning of the 1990s. 
 
Chart 1  Current University System in Japan 

 
 

 
2. The 15-years University Reform in Japan 
 

  Then in the 1990s, the environment around Japanese higher education system was 
dramatically changed. First, the bubble economy of Japan suddenly collapsed and 
people became realized that Japan should reconstruct its economy toward 
knowledge-based society. Thus universities were regarded as the place for teaching and 
research much more than the place for merely enrolling in and enjoying student life. 
People started to demand accountability of university education that should be useful 
for the individuals as well as for the society.  

  Second, the 18-year-old population started to decline, from 2,050,000 in 1992 to 
1,200,000 in 2010s.  It was the first time for the universities that they confront a 
shortage of students who would enroll in.  Before then, it was the high school students 
that must compete with each other for university entrance.  After 1990s, it turned to 
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the universities that must compete with other institutions to recruit students. This turn 
forced the universities to be more attractive for the students. A kind of market-driven 
reform has gradually changed university education. According to the study by the 
National Institute of Population and Social Security, the population is estimated to be 
around 800,000 in the 2050s (Chart 2).  This long term decline is the serious problem 
for the Japanese higher education system that has depended much on the young 
population. 
 
Chart 2   The Decline of 18-year-old Population 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Source) The National Institute of Population and Social Security 
 
 

  Third, not only in Japan but also in other countries, science and technology gained 
higher priority of national policy because each country regards science as the engine for 
economic growth and international competitiveness. This notion makes universities be 
involved more than ever in the “science system” that composed of universities, 
government, and the industry.  How to perform strategic research and how to train 
future scientists and engineers are the main problems that are asked universities to 
respond. One of the most epoch-making facts that should be listed up is the Science and 
Technology Basic Plan started in 1996. In that plan, universities are regarded as 
important players for the promotion of science and technology through their research at 
graduate schools. 

   Forth, the higher education system became more globalized in the 1990s. 
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Universities and colleges are more involved in the international competition for 
students and scholars as well as the academic outputs and outcomes. Thus ensuring 
international-level quality is crucial for each institution which used to think only about 
domestic market. It is quite natural that the system of international quality assurance 
has been discussed since then.   
 
 
3.  From Self-Evaluation to External Review  
 
    In 1991, the University Council, which was an advisory organization to the 
Minister of Education, made their recommendation that the system of self-review and 
self-evaluation of activities at each universities and colleges should be introduced for 
the purpose of improving university education and research. Why self-review and 
self-evaluation? It was because university people had been reluctant to be evaluated by 
the external party, e.g., by the government, industry and even by the external peers.  
The notion of “university autonomy,” which meant at that time as the refusal of external 
intervention, was very strong.  Thus the Ministry of Education was very careful of 
implementing the measure of review and evaluation 
    However, the self review and evaluation system was rapidly spreading among 
universities and colleges especially at national universities. This was because the 
national universities knew that the environment of higher education system had been 
changed, as I mentioned in chapter 2, and also because they needed more money from 
the government and doing self review and evaluation seemed to be the pre-requisite for 
them to negotiate with the Ministry for the money. Massive volumes of self-evaluation 
reports were published in the 1990s. 
    Seeing this success, the Ministry of Education started external or third-party 
review system by the recommendation of the University Council. It was in 2000 that the 
National Institute for Academic Degrees and University Evaluation (NIAD-UE) was 
established. The mission and purpose of NIAD-UE was: (1) to evaluate the adherence of 
university education and research programs to set academic standards, and (2) to 
award degrees to individuals who have studies not as matriculated students of 
universities. The NIAD-UE started to evaluate the activities of national universities in 
2001 so as to raise the level of education and research at them, and to provide the 
results of evaluation to the universities, their stakeholders and the public. 
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4. National University Corporation and Its Evaluation 
 
    Universities and colleges are evaluated not only for the promotion of academic 
standards but also for their managerial performance. In 2004, all the national 
universities, which used to be regarded as a part of the government, were incorporated. 
The aim of incorporation was to promote university reform by giving more autonomous 
status and letting them manage their institutions by their will and responsibility.  The 
leadership of the president and the central administration was strongly recommended.  

On the other hand, this incorporation was closely related to the government-wide 
movement of administrative and financial reform.  The government had tried to reduce 
the governmental employees since the 1990s and the new scheme for this purpose was 
the “incorporation” of governmental activities that were not necessarily done directly by 
the government.  The national university system was one of them that should be 
incorporated and, after a serious battle between the Ministry of Education and the 
Administrative and Financial authorities, the incorporation of the national universities 
was finally decided.  Under this scheme, every national university is given 6-years goal 
and is expected to do more activities with fewer resources.  Efficiency is one of the key 
terms and each national university will be evaluated every 6 years for the efficiency of 
its management along with annual evaluation of its performance. 
 
Chart 3  The Concept of Incorporation of National Universities 
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5. The Introduction of New Accreditation System 
 
   In 2001, The Council for Regulatory Reform, which was established in the Cabinet 
office of the government, published the report on the regulatory reform of the 
government. In that report, matters related to higher education system were included, 
such as development of free competitive environments for higher education, 
minimization of common rules in regulating the establishment of universities and 
faculties, and so on.  In exchange for the de-regulation, the council proposed the 
introduction of a continuous accreditation system by third-party organizations. The 
council said as follows: 

With a view to maintaining and improving the level of university education 
and research activities, a continuous accreditation system should be introduced 
by which all authorized universities are required to take accreditation by 
third-party organizations and report the results regularly. When any violation of 
laws and regulations is exposed in the evaluation results, the MEXT should be 
able to take corrective measures. 

The continuous accreditation system by a third-party organization is an 
evaluation and approval mechanism to ensure quality education and research 
activities at universities, in which universities are to acquire accreditation from 
a specialized organization on whether they satisfy requirements for universities, 
once every 5 or 10 years. 

    The impact of this report was quite large and the Ministry of Education started to 
introduce the new accreditation system, which was finally set up in 2004.  Under the 
new accreditation system, all universities and colleges must be evaluated every seven 
years or less by a quality assurance agency authorized by the Minister of Education. 
This system is expected to promote both quality assurance and quality enhancement of 
the universities and colleges, while the chartering system (all universities and colleges 
must be approved by the Minister of Education when they are established)  under the 
Ministry of Education was made more flexible than it used to be.  
    By 2005-2006, four agencies are authorized and they have started to evaluate and 
accredit some of the universities and colleges. The four authorized agencies are as 
follows; 
 
(1) National Institution for Academic Degrees and University Evaluation (NIAD-UE) 
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(2) Japan University Accreditation Association (JUAA) 
(3) Japan Institution for Higher Education Evaluation 
(4) Japan Association for College Accreditation 
 
  Those authorized agencies are different with each other in terms of historical 
background and institutional affiliation. National institutions and private institutions 
do not necessarily share the common interest each other for example.  Between 
prestigious institutions and others, there is a similar problem.  Someone used to 
discuss which agency would be easier for an institution to apply and be accredited.  
This kind of discussion, however, was solved by the strict procedure of authorization. 
The process of accreditation is mostly common; accreditation is based on the 
self-evaluation of the institutions, a committee by the peers is established for the 
accreditation, the committee analyzes the submitted self-evaluation report by the 
criteria set up by the authorized agency and the committee compiled evaluation results 
based on the analysis of the report and site-visit, and the institutions have a chance to 
send their comment to the authorized agencies before final decision of accreditation and 
so on.    
 
Chart 4  Evaluation and Accreditation System in Japan 
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   The criteria for the university accreditation by the NIAD-UE are, for example, as 
follows: 
 
1. Mission of the University 
2. Organization for Education and Research 
3. Faculty Staff and Educational Assistants 
4. Student Admission 
5. Curriculum and Method for Education 

    1) Undergraduate Degree Programs 
    2) Postgraduate Degree Programs 
    3) Professional Degree Programs 
6. Achievement of Education 
7. Student Services 
8. Facilities and Equipment 
9. System for Improving Quality of Education 

10. Finance 
11. Management 
Option A  Research Achievements 
Option B  Public Educational Services 
 
 
 
6. The Impact of New Accreditation System 
 
  In 2005, the accreditation activities started. The four authorized agencies opened 
their report of the results to the general public by March 2006. According to the reports, 
all institutions that applied for the accreditation were evaluated and accredited by one 
of those agencies; by the NIAD-UE, 4 universities, two junior colleges and 18 colleges of 
technology were evaluated and accredited, by JUAA, 25 universities were evaluated and 
accredited, by the Japan Institution for Higher Education Evaluation, 4 universities 
were evaluated and accredited, and by the Japan Association for College Accreditation, 
30 junior colleges were evaluated and accredited finally.   
   There are more than one thousand of universities and colleges in Japan. The 
institutions which have been accredited are still very small in number. The majority of 
those remaining institutions, however, must apply for accreditation within 6 years from 
later on.  One of the problems is that in a certain year there will be so many 
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applications for accreditation. One year experience shows that there need a lot of 
resources for the activity of accreditation, both for the applying institutions and for the 
authorized agencies. How much and how to allocate resources for these activities have 
not been solved yet. 
   Universities and colleges in Japan have been so much accustomed to such 
environment that higher education institutions should not be evaluated by the external 
party because it conflicts with the protection of university autonomy.  But even under 
such environment, actual evaluation was done by certain stakeholders, such as students 
and their parents. The government has also evaluated national universities by certain 
way when the budget for universities was allocated each year. Diversification of higher 
education is partly the result of the actual evaluation by the students and the 
government. 
   In the future, however, higher education institutions must respond to the formal 
system of evaluation and accreditation because the result of the accreditation will 
inevitably affect the reputation and then the management of the institution. Once the 
reputation is damaged, it is very difficult for the institution to recover. Thus 
correspondence to the evaluation and accreditation must be installed in the managerial 
system of the institutions.  
 
   Anyway, due to the massification, and the decline of 18-year-old population, 
universities and colleges are becoming increasingly diversified in today’s global and 
competitive environment. Thus their quality assurance and quality enhancement have 
become more important. Protecting learners, maintaining the international validity of 
academic degrees and elevating the level of education and research activities at 
universities and colleges through evaluation are of benefit to the whole society that is 
involved in the knowledge-based economy. 
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