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This paper briefly explores the changing role of the university in Japan, focusing upon the issue on how each of the higher education institutions (HEIs), following the central government’s recent policy for university evaluation, have started to review their roles in the light of ‘University Mission’ and how they have treated ‘cultural’ aspects of it so far.
Japan has been suffering from ‘a lack of conceptual clarity about the nature and purposes of the university and from the hollow and desultory character of the education it offers’ [Nagai 1971], owing to the process of its birth.  In Asia, the impact of Western academic models and institutions has been significant from the beginning [Altbach 1994], and Japan was influenced by a variety of foreign ideas after the Meiji Restoration in 1868.  The German impact had been the greatest until the US mission restructured the whole Japanese educational system after WWII [Osaki 1997].  Though Japanese universities emerged in the late 19th century, which was far later than any other Western country, the rate of participation in HE rapidly increased with the growth of HEIs post-war.  This is because, after the Second World War, the US had, for several years, occupied the whole national administration of Japan, imposing a number of US-oriented notions and practices in all aspects of society.  Through the drastic reformation of the education system initiated by the US Mission, the number of institutions called ‘university’ was suddenly tripled (68 national, 18 prefectural/municipal, 92 private, 178 in total in 1947).  All private institutions including some special training schools were accredited as ‘university’ in this reformation.  Consequently, the nation has suddenly become one of the countries which has mass HE provision (As of 2004, the participation rate of full-time equivalent students in HE is 74.5% across Japan).  
In terms of the contents of the reforms that had taken place during the US occupation, the following was suggested with regard to quality assurance: 1) the governance of universities should be shifted from the hands of the bureaucrats in the Ministry of Education to professionals in the HEIs; 2) Establishment of Standards for university chartering and implementation of university evaluations should be carried out by university faculty members; 3) The chartering and accreditation processes should be clearly separated; 4) The formation of an accreditation association will be required, which should be modelled upon the American HE system [Baba & Hayata 1997].
Following these recommendations, a voluntary self-governing organisation of professionals, called the Japanese University Accreditation Association (JUAA) was created in 1947 in order to achieve these goals.  Nine years after the establishment of JUAA, however, the Ministry of Education issued the University Establishment Standards in October 1956, specifying the details of university structure: campus site, class size, faculty size and the number of books in the library, and this eventually made it difficult for JUAA to maintain its initial function.  Since then, once a university met these stringent government’s requirements, it has been approved and certified as a legitimate institution.  
Apart from the University Establishment Standards, the Japanese government hardly interfered in higher education policy during the period of 1950-70, intending not to infringe academic freedom [Kitamura 1997].  In the 1960s, with the impact of the ‘second baby boom generation’ and continued high employment demands for college graduates, the government began to make use of its authority to increase the number of HEIs [Amano 1997], though within the limits of economic purpose.  One clear reason for the absence of government control in this period was considered to be that, since by 1974 upper secondary school enrolments (for the ages 15-18) had reached 90 percent of all the eligible youths, much of the government’s effort had to be spent on pre-HE provision [Kitamura 1997].  This is also supported by the fact that more than 95% of the age cohort between 15-18 go through upper-secondary education. 
Japan’s changing role in the economic sphere between 1950-70, that was characterised by its remarkable economic growth rates, averaging 7.6 percent in 1953-59, and 11.2 percent for 1959-1970 [Mikitani 1973], brought about a number of substantial changes in social structure: a shift in the pattern of economic development from manufacture-centred to service-oriented, development of high-tech industry, internationalisation of the economy, liberation of interest rates and an increase in the ability to cope with international competition [Kaneko 1994].  The policy of the 1980s clearly divorced itself from the trend of catching-up to the West, and began to explore the way in which Japan could contribute to the world’s science and technology.  Since the 1980s Japan experienced an ideology of the ‘New Right’ under the Nakasone government, which introduced a number of market-oriented strategies in the public sector along with the practice of privatization and de-regulation: the partial sale of the Nippon Telegraph & Telephone, the national railways and the tobacco monopoly.  One of the conspicuous facts for Japan during this period was its expanded position in the world, especially in the economic sphere, having shifted its attitude ‘from acquisition to despatch’ [Arimoto 1994].  In the 1980s, Japan had taken up the ideology of the ‘New Right’ under Nakasone’s government, which introduced a number of market-oriented strategies in the public sector along with the practice of privatization and de-regulation [Inui 1998]. For this purpose, they began to expect universities to reconsider their roles in order to produce those who could contribute to this [Hosoi 1999].
From the government, the first official announcement on the introduction of quality assurance in higher education was dispatched in April 1986, through the Second Report presented by the Ad-Hoc Education Reform Council, an advisory group created under the Nakasone government in 1984.  With the understanding that the university is an organisation which is supported by massive public investments, the Second Report stated: It is required that the university, in the light of its mission, 1) clearly perceives its role and responsibility in society; 2) reflects on its research and teaching and its contribution to society; and 3) discloses all its activities to meet various demands expressed within and beyond the nation [The Ad-Hoc Education Reform Council 1986].  A system of evaluation was proposed as a means to achieve this goal.  In practice, it was later suggested that the University Establishment Standards be relaxed to a considerable degree so that each institution could introduce appropriate assessment in order to meet its individual needs.  This was because, since the University Establishment Standards had strictly controlled all Japanese HEIs, it had long been criticized for hindering the creative development of institutions and for leading to a rather monolithic and inflexible system [Amano 1997].  

Considering the urgent need to restructure the whole HE sector, the Ad-Hoc Council also recommended the creation of a new policy-making group on higher education, which resulted in the establishment of the ‘University Council’ in 1987.  Soon afterwards, the University Council announced that there was an urgent need for the introduction of a system of assessment in the university in order to maintain and improve the quality of its provision.  This recommendation was officially submitted to the Minister in February 1991, and five months later, the Ministry of Education formally approved the amendment of the University Establishment Standards and encouraged each of the HEIs to introduce ‘self-monitoring and self-evaluation’ at their own discretion.  A few years later, external evaluation was also recommended, and that was supposed to be conducted by those who are in various fields outside the institution.
Meanwhile, there had already been critiques mooted among staff and students regarding the ‘out of date’ structure of the university system, and therefore drastic reform to improve the quality of all university activities was urgently required.  Japan faced a weakening in the overall levels of participation of full-time undergraduate students due to the sharp decrease of the 18-year-population, which led to each of the HEIs seriously reflecting on how to survive the massive competition to gain young entrants by improving quality standards [Amano 1994].  In accordance with the increase in public awareness, universities were being expected to play an extensive role, in response to various needs of society.  In other words, the time had come for society, which had long admitted the existence of ‘universities’ without any obvious returns, to request them to account for their quality, effectiveness and values by measuring these in some way or other [Kitamura 1990].
In 1998, the University Council proposed to establish a third-party organisation for university evaluation by publishing a report entitled “A Vision for Universities in the 21st Century and Reform Measures”.　 By this point, the third-party evaluation activities were recognised as important device to provide feedback to each university for the improvement of education and research, as well as to publicise information on the activities and outcomes of the institutions, which would in turn lead to broader public understanding and support of HEIs [Yonezawa 2002].  In April 2000, the National Institution for Academic Degrees (NIAD), which was established in 1991 as a government-affiliated organisation, was restructured as a new entity charged with carrying out this third-party evaluation in addition to its degree-awarding functions.  The evaluation programmes created by NIAD are divided into three types: thematic evaluation, evaluation of educational activities by academic field, and evaluation of research activities by academic field.  During the review process, the following contents are included: 1) the institution’s founding purposes and its goals; 2) content, methodologies and levels of teaching and research; 3) contribution to students, society, industry and/or culture; 4) achievement of institution’s founding purposes, social services, association and exchange relationships; and 5) systems for improving and reforming the quality of research and teaching activities [Yonezawa 2002].

In May 2003, the English name for NIAD was altered to ‘the National Institution for Academic Degrees and University Evaluation (NIAD-UE)’ and ‘the General Principles of Accreditation for Universities’ were released in October 2004.  In the Principles, ‘Standards for Accreditation’ were clearly articulated.  Namely, 11 standards and 2 optional standards are stated: 1) Mission of the University, 2) Organization for Education and Research (Work Structure), 3) Faculty Staff and Educational Assistants, 4) Student Admission, 5) Curriculum and Method for Education, 6) Achievement of Education, 7) Student Services, 8) Facilities and Equipment, 9) System for Improving Quality of Education, 10) Finance, and 11) Management [CIR of NIAD-UE 2005].  Along with these standards, the whole conditions of university activities came to be assessed at least once every seven years by NIAD-UE.  Each of the HEIs was therefore expected to set their own goals in education, research and social services, based on their institutional missions.
Thus, at the national level, ‘cultural mission’ is inexplicitly included as an indicator to assess the achievement of a ‘new role’ of the university in Japan.  Then how to contribute to its community is being focussed upon, while the whole environment surrounding the university has been changing dramatically, together with globalization of economy, increase of information society, declining birth rate and aging society.  The difficulty to promote this is that there are enormous disparities among regions or between individuals, and each of those has great richness in their social structures, economics, politics and cultural aspects within themselves.  It is therefore expected for each of the universities to work on various programmes for social contribution depending on the individual case, as well as to enhance a strategy for renewing its ‘cultural mission’ in society.  In other words, the university in Japan is now requested to legitimise itself by revitalising its own resources: money, administrative power, knowledge, information and culture, and to identify its ‘new’ roles that are currently needed at the national, institutional, disciplinal, regional, local and individual levels.
So where are the current meanings of ‘cultural mission’ in Japanese higher education both in notion and actual implementation located?  Some universities have begun to challenge this task, working on their ‘cultural mission’ at their discretions.  For example, Tokushima University, in collaboration with the local government, has begun to maintain its local intangible culture as part of their health promotion scheme in the 21st Century.  Tokushima Prefectural Government has been launching a number of programs for health promotion such as the program for lifestyle-related diseases prevention, in order to realise a vigorous society where everyone in Tokushima can lead both a healthy and culturally rich life.  All these programs are rooted in a dynamic health promotion scheme titled ‘Healthy Tokushima in the 21st Century’, drawn up by the Prefectural Government in March 2001, with a view to extending healthy life expectancy, decreasing the number of deaths in the prime of life, and improving quality of life (QOL).  The local government has been trying to diffuse and enlighten the public on positive health and foster an environment where the public in Tokushima play active roles in maintaining their health by taking part in various health campaigns on a Prefectural scale.  Among the items focussed on, what has been recently focussed on is the preservation of ‘Awa-odori’, the traditional dance originated in Tokushima 400 years ago and that is one of the most famous traditional dances in Japan.  As a supplementary tool for good health, the Prefecture, in cooperation with some experts from regional universities, has presented a special dance exercise called ‘Awa-odori Exercise’, the combination of full-body exercise and ‘Awa-odori’, so that it can be used for promoting people’s health at various places.  
Overall, Japan has not seriously reflected on the intrinsic meanings of ‘cultural mission’ and tends to confine the interpretation of its meanings to the preservation of tangible and intangible ‘cultural objects’ in a local area.  In fact, at the national level, no clear notion of ‘cultural mission’ has ever been seriously discussed among policymakers or researchers in Japanese higher education in the light of its essential meanings.  Therefore, it is suggested that the central government, as well as each of the HEIs, should realise that meanings of ‘culture’ is enormously diverse and what is underpinned by its notion should be more widely discussed before practical implementation.
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