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I spent the month of July in Japan
as one of six international educators
awarded Fulbright grants under this
year’s International Education Admin-
istrators (IEA) Program.

We were there to learn about Ja-
pan, and education in Japan, in the
broadest sense. One of the criteria
used for selection for this particular
Fulbright Program was that partici-
pants must not have had extensive
experience in Japan. I certainly fit that
description. While my university had
been involved in an exchange program
with a Japanese university for som
years, the exchange had always
mained small-scale and was diff
to administer.

Four weeks is not a long time to
observe any country, even though
program was extremely charged an
included a tremendous variety of ex-
periences.

We visited the most prestigious
national and private universities;
senmon gakko (specialized two-year
schools); American branch campuses;
junior colleges; public schools at the
elementary through secondary level;
“cram schools,” where students take
extra classes in their quest for admis-
sion to the best possible university;
and even a preparatory school for tiny
tots, aimed at assuring their accep-
tance into the “right” kindergarten!

We also visited the Monbusho
(Ministry of Education) and a num-
ber of enterprises where education/

training is carried on in the private
sector. We even met with a delegation
of rice farmers who were eager to dis-
cuss their economic problems!

I would never claim to be an ex-
pert on any aspect of Japanese educa-
tion. But I learned a great deal and can
venture some observations.

Everyone we met in Japan talked
about the importance of international
education and how much Japan needed
and wanted to develop that aspect of
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higher education. My strongest im-
pression is that higher education in
Japan is in a state of flux, and that
internationalizing the system is only
one aspect of what is occurring.

The shapers of educational policy
itive to ch rges that once stu-

fied hlgh school graduates. The prob-
lem is not exactly numbers, but stu-
dents of high.quality. Like their Amerl-
can counterparts, Japanese ‘univ
ties do not want to simply dip downa
little lower in tb; barrel to recruit stu-
dents who are less qualified. The al-
ternative is one that U.S. universities
discovered some time ago: make their

institutions even more desirable and -

soughtafter, in order to continue at-
tracting the cream of the student crop.

This effort will require updating
their curriculum, recruiting some pre-
viously spurned populations (such as
Japanese educated abroad, and adult
learners), and enrolling increasing

numbers of non-Japanese students.
Another factor is the recession in

. Japan. Students are finding that gradu-

ating from even the most prestigious
universities does not automatically
guarantee a job. As one young profes-
sional told me ruefully, “When I was a
senior at “x” five years ago, I didn’t
even bother to fill out job applica-
tions. Recruiters called me at home,
and I would say to each one ‘well,
what can you offer me?’ Now my
younger brother is graduating from
the same university, and he has filled
out 130 applications and has had just

two interviews.”

Universities are feeling pressure
o-make their education more valu-
n order to respond to the weak
my, and this means internation-

Because of these concerns, Japan

is doing some serious thinking, plan-

ning and acting in order to change the
higher'education system. This will not

‘be-easy-Japan is extremely proud of

the system, which has served the coun-
y-well for the last half of this cen-
tury. o

‘Also, Japan is burdened by a pon-

- derous bureaucracy, where decisions
- about all aspects of education are made
,y,iby the Monbusho. Individual institu-

tions have a minuscule amount of au-

}tonomy, as compared with American
institutions, and this is true at every

level: Thus, change is achieved slowly.
= When the Monbusho in 1987 em-
barked on a policy of increasing for-
eign students in Japan, all the univer-

_sities fell into step. At the moment, I

don’t think that international students
are seen as a source of additional in-
come so much as they are viewed as
an excellent way to diversify the uni-
versity population and allow Japanest’

students to have access to groups of-

people they ‘might otherwise never
meet.

lizing the curriculum and, by exten /‘\
“sion, the students themselves.
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~§ The Monbusbo’s plan to attract

,

100,000 foreign students by the year
2000 has already been half achieved.
However, Japanese administrators are
quick to point out that the increase
has come from students from China,
Korea, and other Asian countries, per-
cetved by the Japanese as only mini-
mally “foreign.”

To many Japanese, “foreign stu-
dents” means only Americans, Euro-
peans, or Latin Americans.

Other Asians, though certainly
not considered as Japanese, are per-
ceived as coming from such similar
cultures that they will not do much to

internationalize Japanese universities. *
This is probably how Canadians from
all provinces, except Quebec, are per-.

celved at American unlversmes

The number of Americans going -
to Japan to study is still small, and’

most are on short-term exchange pro-
grams. They are not enrolled in four-
year undergraduate degree programs,
as are most of the Asian mternatlonal

Ystudents.

With only about 1,200 Amencans

. studying in Japan this year, it is diffi-

cult to reach a critical mass where
problems can be solved more easily.
American students in exchange
programs report difficulties beginning
with the visa process. In order for the
host university to issue the certifica-
tion which allows the international stu-
dent to apply for a Japanese student

visa, not only must the student present ,
certification of funding and a com-

plete school history beginning with
primary school, but a financial guar-
antor must be found in Japan. This
person is responsible for the student
should anythmg go wrong durmg the
student’s stay in Japan, so it is an
obligation which cannot be assumed
lightly. Obviously, it is difficult for an
American student to find such a per-
son. Some Japanese universities are
beginning to have their international
student office act as the guarantor,

.. but not all can or will do so.

») The fact that few American stu-
" dents study at most Japanese univer-
sities also creates scheduling problems
for them. They cannot always take the
“regular” courses taught in Japanese

as a foreign language, because they
will be mixed in with Asian students
who already have a familiarity with
the writing system, or whose focus in
the course is Japanese for Academic
Purposes—the Asians being prepared
to be mainstreamed into a Japanese
university at the earliest opportunity.
But there are often not enough Ameri-
cans for the university to afford to
create a separate language prdgram.

Apart from the language classes,

filling in a student’s. program isequally

troublmg Students whoare at level 11

or IITin Japanese cannot sit in classes
-alongside native Japanese speakersand
learn much. But there is.not a large
?‘enough group to'createa paralle] cur-
\'ncu]um. R R - ‘
IR spent 2 fair amount of time at’
uhiversities talking with-women,and 1

have also counseled Japanese women

students who studied at my ‘univer-

sity and then had sen'o'us[cyonﬂiets
about returnmg home.
It 1s difficult to make vahd as-

.sumptions on-the status of women

when one is not part of their society.

‘On the surface, however, it appears

that women still ‘experience difficul-

ties in gaining equal access to oppor--
tunities, and are expected to accept a

position as second-class citizens.

"Traits of modesty and self—efface-’

ment are highly prized, and much em-
phasis is placed on physical beauty
and maintenance of a slender body.
Many young women who had spent

time abroad confided how difficult it

had been to re-enter Japanese society,

“forced to re-fit themselves into a mold

they no longer valued. They also were
suspected of being “tainted” by their
experlence ovérseas and felt they had
to be twiceas silent, unassuming, sup-
portive, and non-assertive as they had
been before leaving home.

Young women, both those who
had studied abroad and those who had
not, also ¢omplained that as difficult
as it was for young men to find jobs in
the current economy, it was ten times
as hard for them as women. One said
bitterly, “The boys complain about
the small number of interviews
granted, but we have not even been
permitted to send in applications yet

this year.”

It is still common for young pro-
fessional women to find that their role
includes passing the sushi at corpo-
rate receptions; several young women
said that their employment contracts
included a clause stating that when-
ever they married, they were required
to resign.

At one super-conglomerate, we
met with the manager of the human
resources department, a charming and
urbane man who had spent many years

in Canada and in the U.S. He informed

_us that of the approximately 9,000

people his company employed in Ja-
pan, 1,400 were women-all in clerical

-positions. One member of our group
- pointed out that a great deal of very

capable human resources was being
wasted in his company’s treatment of

‘women, and he agreed.

International women studying in
Japan experience some of the prob-

~ lems of Japanese female students, but
‘they are also exempted from many

restrictions by virtue of their foreign
status. Everyone knows that foreign-

..ers do not comprehend and cannot be

expected to follow the rules of Japa-

‘nese society, so Western women are

given a great deal of freedom. When 1
met with two students on my own
school’s exchange, both were over-
whelmingly positive about their expe-
riences in Japan. They had made good

friends, improved their Japanese lan-
- guage skills dramatically, and were

sorry to leave.

I have concluded that exchange
programs with Japan have excellent
promise, so long as one is realistic
about the potential pitfalls. We need
to do everything we can to encourage
American students to look to Asia
rather than Europe as a destination
for study abroad. And as more and
more students do study in Japan, the
numbers at individual universities will
reach that critical mass needed to or-
ganize programs aimed at the special
needs of Western students. B

Susan Bird is Executive Director of the
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