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This study explores the dynamics of master’s education in Japan resulting from various
internationalization policies through a comparison of master’s degree programs offered
by Japan’s ‘‘Super Global Universities (SGUs)’’ and the country’s mass-market uni-
versities. Using case studies and interviews, the impact of internationalization policy
and other external factors on the ecology of master’s programs is examined, and the way
in which the master’s programs in these two different types of universities have reacted
is analyzed. Although a common pattern of increases in the number of international
students enrolled in these master’s programs was observed, responses to the interna-
tionalization policies and external environmental changes were found to be diverse.
Based on the study’s findings, specific, targeted policies rather than broad generic
policies aimed at promoting the internationalization of master’s education in Japan are
needed. The recruitment of qualified students and a balance of Japanese and interna-
tional students in master’s education is seen as a key to effectively implementing
internationalization.
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Introduction

The rapid growth of master’s education with demands for diverse master’s

programs is a global phenomenon (Drennan and Clarke, 2009; Jung, 2019). Unlike

undergraduate education, which still dominates national/domestic discourse,

master’s education appears to be more flexible in reacting to the global market.

Universities worldwide report increased acceptance of international students in
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master’s education as a means to enhance the level of internationalization, improve

educational quality and expand revenue sources (Sato, 2019). This trend is evident

in Japan, where, as of 2018, international students comprised 19.9% of master’s

students, as compared to only 3% of undergraduate students (MEXT, 2018a). The

internationalization of master’s education, in terms of both inclusion of foreign

students and transformation of master’s programs, has accelerated over the past

decade. The Japanese government has been providing extensive funding to Japan’s

elite universities to facilitate their focus on selection and increase institutional

competence, thus excluding the majority of Japanese university students from the

internationalization process (Shimmi and Yonezawa, 2015). Correspondently,

studies on the internationalization of higher education have concentrated heavily on

universities with significant funding (mostly national, former imperial universities

and several distinguished private universities), as the government initiative for

internationalization and global competitiveness has favored universities with

distinguished doctoral programs in the fields of science and engineering (Burgess

et al., 2010). Thus, the realities of internationalization for master’s programs at

less-prestigious universities that target a high volume of students or students in

non-STEM fields have often been neglected. In addition, as international student

mobility has been framed by the contemporary discourse of the global political

economy in the last 3 decades (Choudaha, 2017), high ranking institutions have

experienced growth in student numbers coinciding with proactive policies, while

others have been deterred by migration policy (Lomer, 2018). This study focuses

particularly on the influence of policy on internal and external forces that drive the

internationalization of master’s programs in both elite and mass-market universities

and exploring the differences between them.

In order to accomplish this purpose, three research questions are proposed: (1)

What are the distinctive characteristics and features of internationalization in

master’s education in Japanese universities? (2) How have the government’s

internationalization policies and external environmental changes influenced

master’s education programs? and (3) How have master’s programs offered by

‘‘super global’’ and mass-market universities reacted to internationalization, and

how do their reactions differ?

Undervalued master’s education in Japan

In Japan, master’s programs in the STEM fields are more popular than programs in

the humanities or social sciences. In 2018, of the 163,100 students enrolled in

master’s programs, 66,496 (40.8%) were in engineering-related fields (e-Stat,

2019), a much higher percentage than in other OECD countries. By way of

comparison, the percentage of postgraduate engineering students was only 11.1%

in the USA, 17.2% in Germany and 17.9% in Korea (MEXT, 2018a). Moreover,

from 35 to 45% of Japanese undergraduate students in STEM fields advance to a
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master’s program, while the advancement rate from undergraduate to master’s

programs in the humanities and social sciences remains in the range of

3–6% (MEXT, 2018b).

The reasons behind this phenomenon can be explained through the concept of

meritocracy in Japanese society, which holds that a good academic background is a

prerequisite for success in one’s career and in society itself and that this is not

determined by educational achievement but rather by the reputation of the university

attended (Takeuchi, 2016). Graduation from an undergraduate program at a

prestigious university has traditionally been considered the most important qualifi-

cation for an individual, and university alumni commonly create school cliques in

both the private and public sectors. Moreover, a postgraduate academic degree,

especially in the humanities or social sciences, is not highly valued, either in Japanese

society or the job market. In general, new employees at a typical Japanese company

require no special professional skills, and such degrees tend not to determine the

specific responsibilities of new employees. Employees are expected to be ‘‘all-

rounders’’ rather than specialists. ‘‘New graduates’’ of age 22 or so who hold an

undergraduate degree are expected to enter the trainee system at Japanese companies,

which follow strict hierarchical social customs; spending 2 years in master’s

education can be a disadvantage in the prevailing seniority system.

Furthermore, after the economic bubble of the late 1990s burst — leading to

long-term economic stagnation — universities were expected to enhance economic

productivity through expansion of their graduate schools and an increased emphasis

on applied and practical research (Ehara, 2004, 2007; Yamada, 2003). During the

prolonged economic downturn, university graduates who were unable to find a job

tended to spend two additional years in a master’s program solely as preparation for

the next blanket recruitment. As the economy began to recover, however, this

became less common. Graduate schools thus began to open their doors to

international students and working people in order to maintain financial

stability (Research Institute for Higher Education, 2004, 2009).

Internationalization disparity between ‘‘super global’’ and mass-market
universities

Japan’s decreasing population has affected master’s programs more than under-

graduate programs. Among Japan’s 636 universities (86 national, 83 public, 467

private) that offer master’s degrees, only 30% of private universities and 70% of

national universities are able to meet their target numbers of master’s students

(Research Institute for Higher Education, 2009). In terms of the demographics of

postgraduate students (254,013), 64.2% (163,100) are enrolled in master’s

programs — of which, a little over two-thirds are male (e-Stat, 2019). The

numbers have been gradually increasing; however, because of the decrease in

young people in Japan’s aging society, the inclusion of international students in
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postgraduate education has become more significant each year. In 2017, among

master’s students, 29,886 (18.6%) were international students (e-Stat, 2019), while

in 2018, the percentage of international students grew to 19.9%. Figure 1 shows the

recent trends.

Japanese higher education has increasingly welcomed international students,

beginning with its International Student 100,000 Plan,1 launched in 1983. The

plan’s goal of enrolling 100,000 international students was reached in 2003. The

new target of 300,000 international students is expected to be achieved by 2020.

(There were 298,980 international students in 2018 (JASSO, 2019).) In order to

enhance the international competitiveness of Japanese universities and enroll

highly qualified foreign students capable of competing in the global market, the

Japanese government implemented Global 302 in 2009 and the Top Global

University Initiatives3 in 2014, which led Japan’s so-called Super Global

Universities (hereafter, SGUs) to strategically adopt English as the medium of

education, internationalize curricula, provide scholarships and help the universities

develop their curricula (Shimauchi, 2018; Shimmi and Yonezawa, 2015). Such

changes further enhanced the attractiveness of the SGUs, which had already

established their branding in international markets, especially in the Asian region,

the principal source of international students in Japanese higher education.

Because the funding schemes of most of the internationalization policies have

strategically focused on bettering student selection and institutional competence

(Shin and Kehm, 2013), the Top Global University Project primarily provides

support for universities with established reputations, infrastructure and human

resources and are thus able to more easily implement comprehensive internation-

alization. Among Japan’s 774 universities, the SGUs consist of 13 universities of

Type-A — prestigious universities conducting world-class education and research
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Figure 1. International students in master’s education in Japan.
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— and 24 universities of Type B, tasked with leading to the internationalization of

Japanese society. The 13 Type-A universities are Japan’s most elite and

distinguished universities. The concentration of support for SGUs epitomizes the

Matthew effect (Merton, 1968), in which, simply put, the rich get richer and the

poor get poorer; as a result of the disparity, the SGUs have been given a distinct

advantage in the pursuit of Japan’s internationalization.

Even though government policies and funding have concentrated on elite

universities, many other universities have experienced de facto internationalization.

For example, less-prestigious private universities (hereafter called ‘‘mass-market’’

universities) are essentially the volume zone of international students. Lacking the

considerable support provided by the official initiatives, Japan’s mass-market

universities have had fewer resources to deal with the increasing influx of non-

Japanese students, often with negative consequences (Wedge, 2018). Some, faced

with the decreasing enrollment of domestic students, have actively recruited

international students for financial reasons, although many had a very limited

capacity to provide adequate educational, language and learning environments.

Some graduate schools adopted the ‘‘research students’’ system (international

students studying without officially entering a master’s program), since these

students would not be counted within the intake quota, which allowed the

university to increase the number of students needed for its financial sustainability.

In many cases, international students have become important resources to sustain

regular master’s programs, especially for the mass-market universities.

Theoretical framework

There is an implicit assumption in most policy studies that policies, once

formulated, will be implemented. In reality, however, complex policies are rarely

implemented comprehensively and completely; rather, they tend to be introduced

incrementally and refined in the field (Smith, 1973). Accordingly, previous studies

have explored models of policy-implementation processes (e.g., Kingdon, 1995;

Matland, 1995; Smith, 1973). As the main purpose of this study is to explore how

master’s programs in two different types of universities are influenced by and react

to the internationalization policies of the Japanese government, we have selected

the policy-implementation process model suggested by Smith (1973). The main

idea of this model is that ‘‘policy implementation is seen as a tension-generating

force in society’’ (p. 197), with tensions arising from the interaction of four

components in the process: idealized policy, implementing organization, the target

group and environmental factors. In this model, tensions may resolve from

transaction patterns into praxis and may or may not be completely in line with the

original purpose of a policy as formulated by policymakers. In addition, transaction

patterns and institutions may generate feedback that leads to a policy being

accepted or rejected.
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Japan’s internationalization policies function more as idealistic prescriptions for

quantitative growth and global competitiveness than as detailed action plans

grounded in evidence-based analyses and sufficient qualitative implementation

(Ota, 2018; Shimmi and Yonezawa, 2015; Yonezawa, 2009). Moreover, Japan’s

universities have expended significant efforts to become internationalized not only

because of government policies but also because doing so aligns with their own

mission and vision, as the study by Anzai and Matsuzawa (2013) has shown. For

this reason, it is difficult to separate feedback on the policy-implementation process

from that related to the internationalization of higher education overall, as the

responses are multidimensional (Stromquist, 2007). Therefore, in applying Smith’s

(1973) model to our study, we use a revised model to clarify several important

factors. Figure 2 shows this modified model.

Rather than applying all the detailed factors suggested in Smith’s study (1973),

this study explores three main elements using our modified version of the model.

First, we explore the demographic change in students enrolled in master’s programs

within and between the selected universities, as well as the different historical

backgrounds and structures as they relate to internationalization. Second, we

investigate how external factors are interrelated with the various master’s

programs, focusing especially on the recruitment process, prospects in the labor

market and Japan’s employment system. Third, we examine the reactions of

graduate schools and universities to internationalization and its policies as feedback

on the policymaking process and the phenomenon of internationalization.

Methodology

The present study explores and compares the dynamics of internationalization

policies and the reactions of master programs among and between different

university types. We categorized universities into two main types: (1) ‘‘Super

Global’’ universities (SGUs) and (2) mass-market universities. This categorization

is based on the elite-mass stratification of Japanese universities but also

corresponds to internationalization policy initiatives and the demography of

international students. As noted, the 13 SGUs (Type-A), which are the primary

beneficiaries of the Top Global Universities initiatives, are composed of Japan’s

elite, prestigious universities, including the former imperial universities. All of

them attract a large number of international students. According to the ‘‘Asahi

Daigaku Ranking,4’’ all 13 of these universities rank in the top 30 with respect to

the number of international students enrolled in graduate school. On the other hand,

the mass-market universities dominate the top 30 rankings of universities having

the highest percentage of international students in their graduate programs.

In general, the SGUs have a larger postgraduate capacity relative to their

undergraduate capacity; thus, the absolute number of international students is rather
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high. In contrast, mass-market universities tend to have a smaller postgraduate

capacity, and their graduate students are generally concentrated in the social

sciences and humanities. In such schools, the school’s intake quota is likely filled

with international students.

To investigate and compare the actual practices of the different types of master’s

programs, we used five case studies. We first sought out information on all master’s

programs at the 13SGUs (Type-A), as well as the 30 mass-market universities

having the highest percentage of international students in their graduate school

according to the Asahi Daigaku Ranking. We collected general information

regarding the numbers, percentages and nationalities of international students, as

well as disciplines (areas of study) and medium language of instruction using the

white books, websites, brochures and/or pamphlets of each university in order to

establish the overall characteristics of university type and to identify appropriate

cases for analysis.

Our examination of the 30 mass-market universities with the highest percentages

of international students enrolled in their master’s programs revealed that two-

thirds of these institutions are small universities with less than 2500 students; half

of them do not offer a doctoral program. The number of students in the master’s

programs at these schools is also rather small; only seven of the schools have more

than 40 master’s students, while 18 of the schools have fewer than 20 students.

Even though they have a high percentage of international students, most of these

graduate schools do not meet their student intake quota (generally reaching only

50–80% of the quota).

Figure 2. Theoretical framework of internationalization policy implementation.
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As for academic discipline, 24 graduate schools in 18 of the universities provide

master’s education in economics and business management-related fields, while

seven schools provide culture and communication programs; 10 of the schools offer

programs in other disciplines in the social sciences and humanities. Notably, there

are only two programs in engineering. On the other hands, the master’s programs

offered by the SGUs are quite diverse in terms of the ratio of international students

(from 0.6 to 93.6% international). However, whereas in the SGUs, master’s

programs in science and technology attract both domestic and international

students, especially at the doctoral level, the master’s programs in the social

sciences and humanities are filled with international students.

As our strategic research methodology (Noor, 2008), we used case studies to

explore our research questions. According to Gerring, a case study is ‘‘an intensive

study of a single unit for the purpose of understanding a larger class’’ (Gerring,

2004, 342). Based on our preliminary data collection, we selected five master’s

programs (labeled A through E in Table 1) at two SGUs and two mass-market

universities as our case studies. Two universities from each category were selected,

focusing on master’s programs in the social sciences, which attract a high

percentage (76–96%) of international students. We considered establishment type

(national or private) for the SGU group, as well as the location (metropolitan or

local) of the university, since these indicators may affect their attractiveness to

international students as data shows there is clear tendency that international

students prefer to study in universities in metropolitan area (JASSO, 2019). We

also considered the master’s disciplines and institutional structure (a ‘‘traditional’’

graduate school that shares the same faculty as the undergraduate division of the

university, or an ‘‘independent’’ graduate school having its own faculty). We

focused on master’s programs in the social sciences, especially economics,

business, and international studies, since these disciplines are common to both the

SGUs and mass-market universities, as opposed to master’s programs in the STEM

fields, which exist almost exclusively in the SGUs.

Detailed data were collected for each graduate school level, and semi-structured

interviews were conducted during August 2019 with eight faculty members who

were either department chairs or former department chairs, or in charge of the

international affairs of their respective graduate schools. These interviews enabled

us to understand the policy-implementation process, including historical back-

ground, current challenges and prospects. The interviews lasted 40 to 120 min and

were conducted in English or Japanese, according to interviewee’s preference. The

acquired qualitative data were classified into three groups: features, policy and

external factors, and institutional responses according to the research questions.

After a critical reading of all interview data, we generated coding for factors such

as student demography and its changes, educational contents, policy influence,

external influences, student motivation and career prospects and examined

similarities and differences among the various types of master’s education.
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Findings

Changing demography

A commonality of student demographics among the cases considered is the high

percentage of international students in Programs A to E (76–96%). Moreover, the

ratio of international students in all five programs has continued to increase, while

the number and percentage of Japanese students have decreased year-over-year.

Program A, in economics, which has the longest history, is a traditional-type

graduate school program. According to the interviewee from Program A, until the

1990s, the program accepted a number of domestic students who wanted to become

academics. However, as the national universities began to reconstruct their

education and research systems to establish themselves as world-class institutions

in the 1990s, they began to expand their master’s and doctoral programs and to

eliminate other departments; correspondingly, the faculty’s main focus shifted to

the universities’ graduate schools rather than their undergraduate departments. This

Table 1 Features of study cases’ master’s programs.

Graduate

School

A B C D E

Group Super global university Mass-market university

Establishment National Private Private Private

Location Local Metropolitan Metropolitan Metropolitan

Discipline Economics International

studies

International

studies

International

studies

Business

management

Interviewee Dean &

faculty

Dean Faculty in charge

of international

affairs

Dean Dean, faculty

& admin. staff

Structure Traditional Independent Independent Independent Traditional

Year 1980s 1990s 1990s 2000s 2000s

Quota/year 80 71 120 35 30

International

students ratio

(%)

95 76 87 81 96

JS Decreasing Decreasing Decreasing Decreasing Decreasing

Language of

education and

requirement

level

JMI (JLPT

2, depends

on

professors)

EMI

(transition

from JMI to

EMI)

EMI and JMI

(English required,

Japanese

optional)

EMI and JMI

(bilingual

course)

JMI (JLPT

1–2)

Origin of

International

Students

China 95% China 22%

(Indonesia,

Bangladesh)

China 44%

(Taiwan,

Thailand, Korea)

China 76%

(Nepal,

Vietnam,

Norway,

Korea)

China 90%

(Cambodia,

Vietnam,

Taiwan)

IS, international students; JS, Japanese students; JMI, Japanese-medium instruction; EMI, English-

medium instruction; JLPT, Japanese language proficiency test.
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policy initiative has been termed the ‘‘Strategic Focus on Graduate Schools.’’

Under this initiative, Japan’s national universities — all of the former imperial

universities and six other national universities, including the university offering

programs A and B in this study — expanded their student intake quotas for their

master’s programs in order to become more research-focused (MEXT, 2011, 2015).

Program A, a master’s program offered by a national university in a local city, was

a target of this ‘‘strategic focus’’ and experienced a decrease in the number of

applications from Japanese students, as prospective students began to apply to

master’s programs at more distinguished national universities such as Osaka

University and Kyoto University, which had also expanded their intake quotas,

making it easier for applicants to be accepted. As a result, the number of Japanese

students in the interviewee’s programs gradually decreased, and international

students began to supplement the quota.

Notably, Japanese universities began creating independent graduate schools

without undergraduate programs in the 1990s. Such independent graduate schools

needed to be self-sustaining. Programs B, C and D, all programs in independent

graduate schools, were established in the 1990s and 2000s, when internationaliza-

tion strategy as a response to globalization affected every institutional body.

Programs C and D were started under strong presidential initiatives to create

international cores in each university. The former was also affected by the rigorous

internationalization strategy of a long-time rival private university. To compete

with this rival institute, Program C was established in the late 1990s with a special

focus on the Asia region and a commitment to teaching Japanese students, who

would comprise a majority of its student body, to be professionals in the

development field. However, over the program’s 25-year history, the proportion of

Japanese students has gradually decreased, and it now mainly targets international

students (based on an interview at Program C).

The reason for the changing ratios of international students that emerged during

interviews at SGU Programs A and C was that the enrollment of Japanese students

has been significantly influenced by Japan’s economic situation. When the

economy was in recession, the number of Japanese applicants increased in response

to the decrease in employment opportunities. With the country’s gradual recovery

from the 20 years of recession and the thawing of the ‘‘employment ice age’’ during

which university graduates struggled to get a foothold on the career ladder, the rate

of new graduates stabilized as students became less likely to attend graduate

school.

Unlike SGU Programs A, B and C, Programs D and E in the two mass-market

universities were initially planned as lifelong learning programs at the master’s

level, with most credit courses being offered in the evenings and weekends ‘‘to

welcome people employed full-time’’ (Program D Interviewee). The initial vision of

its curriculum of Program E is on the Asian region, especially China, since China is

the important economic partner for Japan and can get the interest of working
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students. However, these programs were unable to attract a significant number of

Japanese applicants. As MEXT (2017) data show, the number of working students

in master’s program gradually decrease since 2010 when graduate school started to

expand their student intake, the Program E interviewee told us that ‘‘initially, there

were about five Japanese adults enrolled, but the number decreased every year.’’

As Yoshida (2019) points out, there is generally no value placed on the acquisition

of advanced degrees by the Japanese job market. Japanese business and industry

have always focused on on-the-job training (OJT), whereby training is provided at

the workplace; whether students have professional knowledge is of minimal

concern.

Unlike several decades ago, when more than 80% of Japan’s international

students came from Chinese-speaking countries and regions, the recent demogra-

phy of international students has become much more diversified. Currently,

Chinese students comprise only 38.4% of all international students in Japan, with

students from Southeast and South Asia on the increase (JASSO, 2019). This

increase in the number of students from Southeast and South Asia is largely due to

students studying in Japanese language schools. On the other hand, the

international students studying in Japan’s graduate schools are still primarily from

China. Of the total of 55,718 international graduate students, 60.2 (33,521) come

from China, a percentage much higher than any others (e.g., only 4.7% (2605

students) are from Korea, the next-highest percentage country) (e-Stat, 2019). Our

study also found that Chinese enrollment is especially prevalent in economics and

business, and that this predominance is more visible in mass-market universities

than in SGUs. Our interviews revealed that the application and enrollment of

international students is clearly influenced by international relations.

There is a high number of applications from China, and it is certainly affected

by Trump. Trump administration is kind of closing the higher education

market for international students, so they are instead coming to Japan (Pro-

gram C Interviewee)

One interviewee (Program D) noted that ‘‘the entrance competition rate is

sometimes almost double, sometimes it drops by half’’ because of immigration

control. Another interviewee (Program A), referring to a recent incident in which a

private Japanese university was being investigated because of its inadequate

acceptance and lack of administration of international students classified as

‘‘research students,’’ pointed out that the immigration office has become

increasingly rigid in screening international students.

The influence of internationalization policy and external factors

While external policy produced a turning point in Program A, the changes in

Program B were largely the result of other external factors. Program B, offered at

Sae Shimauchi and Yangson Kim
The Influence of Internationalization Policy on Master’s Education in Japan

Higher Education Policy 2020



one of Japan’s national universities, experienced a gradual shift in focus — from

cultivating Japanese professionals who could contribute to international cooper-

ation and development to educating foreign professionals and young students who

would be involved in the developmental efforts of their home countries. Program B

had been initially established as a response to Japan’s growing official development

assistance in the 1980s, with the goal of nurturing Japanese citizens capable of

contributing to the international development espoused by the national parliament.

At that time, three independent graduate schools of international cooperation were

created to help address the emerging demand for international contributions by

Japan as a developed country; Program B was one of them. In its current stage,

Program B sends its international program graduates back to their home countries

to become professionals in international cooperation or academics who will serve

as faculty or administrators in their home country’s graduate programs. Most

international students in the program receive scholarships from the Japan

International Cooperation Agency (JICA), the Japanese government, or from their

own governments. The change of student body results from the social and

economic circumstance changes in Japan and in neighboring countries where have

been received official development aids from Japan. With the development of these

aid target countries, Program B has gradually shifted the focus from training and

sending out Japanese-aid workers to fostering international students from

developing countries and sending them back to their home countries.

In contrast, mass-market universities and their master’s programs generally

accept privately funded international students; however, their student profiles also

appear to have changed during the past decade.

International students have become rich. (They are) no longer working part-

time. (Although) not zero, there are fewer students who have a part-time job

because they are having a hard time living. (Program E Interviewee).

Programs B and C both accept a number of government-related scholarship

students for doctoral programs; however, the other three programs disclosed that

graduates of their master’s programs rarely advanced to doctoral programs. For

those who studies are in the social sciences or humanities, master’s programs for

international students generally function as an open door to the Japanese job market

rather than cultivating academic professionals. As interviews at program A reveal,

‘‘there is still a passion for working for Japanese companies’’ in China and

Southeast Asia. A professor at Program C shared a related thought: ‘‘The job-

hunting situation is much better in Japan than in Korea or China.’’ In this sense, a

master’s degree still has value with regard to the qualifications of international

students, both in Japan and their home societies.

Program C has taken full advantage of its university’s long history, prestige,

record of producing numerous successful alumni from the Asian region and its
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location in central Tokyo. These environmental factors clearly affect its

attractiveness to international students and the quality of the students who enroll.

One Program C interviewee stated that ‘‘we can actually select the best students,

especially from China, these days,’’ while acknowledging that the academic level

of domestic students remained relatively low compared to the international

students.

The mass-market universities approach student recruitment far differently. Both

Programs D and E maintained go-to recruitment pools such as Japanese language

schools in Japan or Japanese Studies programs in Chinese universities that have an

exchange agreement with their home university. In both cases, the tapping of

potential pools of international students relies heavily on outsourcing and not many

international students who graduate from undergraduate programs at these schools

advance to a master’s program at the same university.

In addition to the aforementioned ‘‘Strategic Focus on Graduate Schools,’’

numerous policies to facilitate internationalization have been implemented since

the early 1990s with the aim of enhancing Japan’s ability to compete in the global

higher education market. The Top Global University Project in 2014 represents the

latest such effort. Notably, the graduate schools of two of the universities in the

present study — the national university offering Programs A and B and the private

university offering Program C — that were selected for the Top Global University

Project had also received support from earlier internationalization funding sources,

including Global 30, the Global Center of Excellence (G-COE)5 and the Graduate

School Good Practice Initiative (Daigakuin-GP).6 While these initiatives are all

intended to establish education and research centers and to elevate international

competitiveness, the difference is in the destination of the funding. The Global 30

initiative chose 13 elite universities (the same universities selected for the Top

Global University Project years later) and provided funding that was applicable to

the entire university. In contrast, the Daigakuin-GP and G-COE initiatives focused

on particular schools of undergraduate or graduate education.

According to an interviewee at Program B, which received funding from two

different policy initiatives, the school was ‘‘not directly affected by the SGU,’’ but

rather was influenced by the numerical goals of the SGU guidelines as to the

number of international students each university needed to enroll.

In the late 2000s to early 2010s, we received continuous funding (from

several sources) for internationalization; the funding from G-COE and Dai-

gakuin-GP had a huge impact on the reform of our graduate school. However,

the SGU didn’t really have any-almost no impact on our graduate school.

Middle-scale funding that goes directly to the graduate school is better for

real reform. (Program C Interviewee).
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For universities receiving SGU funding, the policy itself might not have a direct

impact on their master’s programs, but being designated a ‘‘Super Global

University’’ undoubtedly serves to spotlight their selectivity and boosts their brand

value as prestigious academic institutions. Leveraging the advantage of being a part

of SGU, Programs A and B, which are located in smaller cities with fewer

international students as compared to large metropolitan areas, have sought to

recruit qualified international students by promoting their added locational benefits,

such as a greater chance of receiving scholarships and lower costs of living. An

interviewee at Program A pointed out that the number of Chinese applicants had

increased on a ‘‘word-of-mouth basis,’’ while Program B found opportunities to

promote its master’s program with a recruitment tour in Southeast Asia under the

SGU budget. Interestingly, a private university located in the same city as the

Program A and B national university offers a double-degree undergraduate

program with an affiliated Chinese university, promoting the idea of continuation:

‘‘Once you finish our undergraduate program in both countries, there are master’s

programs available at a national university in the same city.’’

Dynamics of responding to internationalization in master’s education

To address the third research question, we explored the diverse reactions of the

master’s programs to internationalization as feedback on internationalization

policies (see Figure 2). Internationalization policies for Japanese universities

typically require innovation in higher education in order to elevate international

competitiveness. One of the most important innovations is changing the language

of instruction, which influences the entire ecology of an educational program,

including its academic culture, way of instruction and interaction, and student and

teacher demography (Bradford and Brown, 2017; Shimauchi, 2018). Japanese

universities have traditionally used Japanese as the medium language of

instruction; however, in the 2000s, due to such policies as the 300,000 International

Student initiative and Global 30, elite national and private universities (later

selected as SGUs) began to rapidly increase the number of programs conducted

entirely in English. Programs B and C were established in the initial stage of that

internationalization bubble; both were among the first to provide education in both

the Japanese and English languages but gradually increased the percentage of

English-medium courses. This change was stimulated not only by the changing

demography of their student bodies but also by the changing profiles of their

faculty.

When established in the 1990s, less than 20% classes were taught in English.

As a phenomenon, the increase in the number of international students and

the ‘Englishization’ are corresponding. Also, the professors of older gener-

ations retired; new people who are capable to teach in English are
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recruited…realistically, it depends on the ability of each teacher. (Program B

Interviewee)

On the other hand, instruction in Program A, where international students comprise

95% of student enrollment, continues to be exclusively in Japanese, in part because

of the discipline’s particular characteristics. As reported by Wada (2019), ‘‘the

skills of mathematics represent a ‘common language’’’ (Program A interviewee) in

the field of economics, so even international students who are not completely fluent

in Japanese are able to study in the program. In the cases of Programs B and C,

which accepted many government-related scholarship students, a number of

students were expected to return to their home countries to contribute in their

respective professional fields, and thus they did not have a need to study in

Japanese. The language of instruction as a response to internationalization strategy

appears to rely on the specific characteristics of the discipline and program, the

career perspectives of the international students as well as the structure of the

graduate school. Traditional graduate schools such as Program A are typically

connected to a huge undergraduate student body, populated overwhelmingly by

Japanese and Japanese-speaking international students. In such a case, it is difficult

to transform a master’s program into an English-medium curriculum, as the same

faculty members commonly teach in both the undergraduate and master’s program.

Among the mass-market universities, Program D offers all of its courses in both

Japanese and English, which means that ‘‘the burden for faculty members to

prepare classes is really heavy.’’ (Program D Interviewee). Such programs need to

address the difficulty of curriculum management because of the unpredictable num-

ber of international students registering for either the English or Japanese language

instruction.

In terms of actual educational content, Program A and E, which offer all courses

and services in Japanese, have not made significant changes. They have generally

maintained their Japanese teaching methods and learning environments, with

traditional one-way instruction, although some efforts are made to communicate

interculturally in one-on-one interactions. The interviewee at Program E asserted

that no serious thought had been given to offering English-language instruction

since most of their international students intended to find a job in Japan or in a

Japanese company in their home country. The department chair of the graduate

school offering Program D explained the program’s educational response to student

demography, stating that, while they made no changes to the content of their

classes, the professors did change their way of explanation in the classroom to also

present issues from a foreign perspective.

For the Japanese students, the important component of our education is to

cultivate the attitudes and technical knowledge when they face overseas core

human resources as a development specialist. On the other hand, for
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international students, we think it’s important to instruct (them in) how to

develop the ability to see things critically. Even though the subject (students)

to be taught changes, the whole content being taught will not change, but ‘the

angle’ will change (Program B Interviewee)

Discussion and Conclusion

This study explored the dynamics of master’s education in Japanese universities,

noting differences between SGUs and mass-market universities. Although there

were similar patterns of increase in the number and proportion of international

students in master’s programs, corresponding to demographic, social and economic

changes, we were able to identify different backgrounds, contexts and operating

methods for the various programs, both within similar universities and between

different types of universities. According to our findings, four critical discussion

points emerged:

First, the societal and environmental changes that have taken place over the past

several decades must be considered in order to understand international student

mobility as it relates to master’s programs in Japan. We were willing to believe that

universities could readily solve the challenges they faced through policies and

funding from the central government. However, there are diverse and interrelated

external and internal factors affecting internationalization, which we confirmed

through a case analysis based on the Smith model. Although previous studies rarely

considered the influence of external factors, this study clearly showed the dynamics

of internationalization policy in master’s education in Japan. In the late 1990s,

Japanese graduate schools were structurally transformed to cope with the changing

times and enhance their global competitiveness.

In spite of this transformation, however, many Japanese students have not been

motivated to enroll in master’s programs, due in part to the longstanding

devaluation of master’s degrees in the Japanese job market and the relatively recent

economic recovery of the country, which has significantly reduced the role of

master’s programs as a buffer before students enter the job market. In order to

attract full-time Japanese workers to their graduate programs, many graduate

schools attempted to reformulate their offerings as lifelong learning programs,

opening their doors to a broader pool of potential students than was the case for

traditional Japanese master’s programs, which rely heavily on attracting new

graduates from their undergraduate programs. According to the case studies

described here, mass-market universities largely failed in this attempt. Given these

conditions — and the various internationalization policies aimed at quantitative

expansion — it is not surprising that international students have come to dominate

the makeup of many of Japan’s graduate programs. For some master’s programs,

demographic changes in the student body lead the introduction/expansion of
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English-medium education which have influenced teaching methods. However,

according to the case programs, Japanese-medium education merely show critical

changes or responses in teaching and learning environment to the acceptance of

international students.

Second, there are clear limitations to wholescale, top-down policy implemen-

tation. As one interviewee observed, wholescale internationalization funding such

as that provided to SGUs has not had much of an influence on their graduate

programs. With respect to the internationalization of student demographics,

policies related to structural changes in Japanese graduate schools, immigration and

even international relations such as those between the USA and China appear to

have a greater impact. Moreover, diverse environment factors, including the

university’s location (city or local), reputation (world ranking, domestic ranking

and public perception established through alumni network) and scholarship

opportunities provided by government-related organizations have a strong influence

on international student mobility. In addition to these external factors, internal

institutional factors such as faculty demographics and generational changes in

faculty composition, as well as the basic structure of the graduate school itself

(traditional, undergraduate-connected versus independent), also help explain the

observed differences in the nature and degree of university reactions to

internationalization. Since master’s programs have varied structural and historical

backgrounds, it is quite understandable to find differences in their working

dynamics. However, national policies have been more inclined to be wholescale or

university-level ‘‘one size fits all’’ strategies, rather than program-specific

approaches; in other words, they have not been based on the situational contexts

of individual programs or departments — the principal actors in internationaliza-

tion with respect to curriculum development and student recruitment. As the

Program B and C interviewee stated, master’s programs have been generally

obliged to accept the shared vision and numerical goals of internationalization, but

the actual internationalization of student demographics has been driven by social,

cultural, economic and environmental factors beyond the reach of international-

ization policy.

Third, although programs in both types of universities sought to recruit qualified

international students, master’s programs in the mass-market universities have

more difficulty because they lack the financial support given to SGUs and the

established infrastructure and reputation that the SGUs possess. While master’s

programs in the SGUs found it relatively easy to recruit highly qualified

international students, programs in mass-market universities have needed to find

additional avenues and strategies for recruiting international students, such as

reaching out to Japanese language schools and forming university alliances. Many

master’s programs in the fields of economics and business management are highly

dependent on students from China; however, this phenomenon is not necessarily

the result of any proactive institutional strategy to recruit Chinese students
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exclusively, nor is it necessarily due to any distinctive quality/attractiveness for

Chinese students. Rather, the fact that Japan continues to be perceived as an

advanced and stable Asian economic society, together with the relatively poor job-

hunting situation in China and other Asian countries, may well be a more

significant factor in driving international students from China to study in master’s

programs in Japan. This Chinese student flow relies on the ‘‘needs’’ of international

students who want to learn about Japan and improve their Japanese skills; thus, the

internationalization of student bodies does not seem to have generated a paradigm

shift in master’s education.

Finally, the development of master’s programs for both domestic and

international students with a broader perspective attuned to internationalization is

critical. The interviewees in all five case studies were concerned about the

decreasing number of domestic students in their master’s programs. It is not

surprising that many master’s programs have had to rely on international students

to survive. However, all of the interviewees in our study noted that many of their

international students wish to establish networks and interact with Japanese

students during their programs — something that is becoming increasingly

challenging with the continuing decline in domestic enrollments. The reduced

opportunities to interact with domestic students impact the program’s attractiveness

to foreign students and calls into question one of their main rationales for studying

in Japan. Although it may seem incompatible, master’s degree programs in Japan

need to be improved to meet higher societal expectations. At the same time, the

Japanese job market needs to place greater value on the professional skills and

knowledge of master’s degree holders in the social sciences and humanities and

transition from a membership-based community (which exclusively links with

same-age groups and Japanese-style meritocracy) to a skills- and profession-based

market. Such a transition will enhance the ongoing internationalization of Japanese

society.

As a first attempt to explore the dynamics of master’s education in two different

types of Japanese universities, this study has limitations in both scope and depth.

Based on these limitations, we suggest several research ideas for further study.

Accepting the premise that the quality of educational programs should not be

controlled solely by and within universities but can be managed from beyond

universities in order to meet global standards and the needs of both domestic and

international students, additional studies are needed to explore and develop detailed

curricula and content for master’s education in Japan. Correspondingly, research

investigating the role of university leadership and management is also needed. For

the ultimate purpose of internationalization, studies related to the various ways in

which master’s education can integrate the diverse needs and demands of students,

industry, and both global and domestic societies will be required. While the present

study describes current phenomena and the existing situation, forward-looking,

practical measures such as the development and implementation of well-integrated
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curricula in master’s education are needed. Surveying the student side, including

both domestic and international students, who are the main actors in master’s

education, will be an important part of the next phase of research.
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Notes

1. The government, in accordance with Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone’s proposal, set a target in

1983 to increase the number of international students enrolled in Japanese universities and colleges to

100,000 by the beginning of the Twenty-first century (Ota, 2003).

2. The Global 30 Project is a funding project that aims to promote the internationalization of the

academic environment of Japanese universities and the acceptance of excellent international students

studying in Japan. https://www.mext.go.jp/en/policy/education/highered/title02/detail02/sdetail02/

1373894.htm (Visited on 02/04/2020).

3. The Top Global University Project provides prioritized support to those universities that are leading

to the internationalization of Japan’s education by launching new programs to encourage and deepen

interactions and partnerships with the world’s top universities, reforming personnel and educational

systems, enhancing educational systems to help students develop the ability to act globally and

accelerating other globalization initiatives. https://tgu.mext.go.jp/en/about/index.html (Visited on

02/04/2020).

4. This is the only comprehensive university evaluation magazine in Japan, published by the Asahi

Shimbun Publishing. https://publications.asahi.com/ecs/detail/?item_id=20914 (Visited on 06/04/

2020).

5. The program will provide funding support for establishing education and research centers that

perform at the apex of global excellence to elevate the international competitiveness of the Japanese

universities. https://www.jsps.go.jp/english/e-globalcoe/ (Visited on 02/04/2020).

6. The purpose of this program is to promote substantive graduate education by providing support for

outstanding and systematic educational efforts in the doctoral and master’s programs. https://www.

mext.go.jp/a_menu/koutou/kaikaku/daigakuin/1330526.htm (Visited on 02/04/2020).
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