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Higher education in Japan started over a century ago as part of the modernization movement to catch
up with advanced countries. The Japanese government formulated policies that brought the best and
brightest scholars and students by investing resources intensively into “research universities.” Through
such policies these universities accumulated significant human and material resources, technologies,
and information. Yet there is still a great distance between top universities in Japan and in some
advanced countries, in particular U.S.A. in terms of educational quality and scientific productivity.
Hokkaido University was one of the “research universities” that benefited from the government
policies. During its initial period as the Sapporo Agricultural College, the university was filled with the
best and brightest scholars and students. It produced many prominent figures in the civil engineering
field. Some were well known not only in Japan but worldwide. Among them was Dr Isami Hiroi
whose book “Plate-Girder Construction” published in 1888 was regarded as a must-have handbook
for engineers designing bridges for over two decades. It was the first civil engineering book to be
published in English by a Japanese author. All the College graduates were fluent in English, specialized
in agricultural science with a focus on engineering subjects.

With such a successful beginning why is it that Hokkaido University’s name never appears among the
top 100 world university ranking?

A straight forward answer is because globalization is an important yardstick to assess the perfor-
mances of universities. These evaluation measures used by different organizations include the number
of highly-cited researchers in various academic fields, citations per faculty member (using ISI data)
and the percentage of international faculty. How can the university increase the number of highly-cited
research or citations when most of its publications are not published in an international language, i.e.
English? How can the university increase the number of international faculty when the medium of
instruction is Japanese? The language question may only apply to the civil engineering field since the
major publications for many scientific fields are in international journals. Low citation then leads to
another question, i.e. the quality of education, students and staff.

During the past decade many universities in the non-English speaking countries in Europe and Asia
started offering some of their programs in English. English-medium programs attract students do-

mestically as well as from neighboring and far away countries. By removing the language barrier



universities have widened their supply of and increased the mobility of quality students and staff.
Following the introduction of the English Graduate Program in Socio-Environmental Engineering in
2000, a number of changes took place at the Graduate School of Engineering, Hokkaido University.

From a place where English was rarely used to a place where many classes are conducted in English

and in some laboratories, Japanese students must present their research progress in English. With the
availability of the Japanese government scholarships the program has brought in quality students who
are enthusiastic in their studies, not to mention publish their research results in English.

Against this backdrop two surveys of Japanese students in the Graduate School of Engineering were
carried out to explore the possibility of using English as the only medium of instruction at the Graduate
School. The first survey result revealed that Japanese students believed that English is important for
their future. This belief is proved correct by the result of another survey conducted in Japan, Korea,
Thailand and Vietnam which shows that English proficiency is considered one of the most important
criteria for employers when hiring fresh engineering graduates. Students also believed that they could
improve their English communication skills through interact with international students and laboratory
activities. However they admitted that self-initiation was difficult hence the efforts should be made by
professors. A survey conducted one year later found that Japanese students in most laboratories did not
think that the level of their English proficiency improved. The main reason was the lack of seriousness
in implementing the use of English by professors.

To find out whether Japanese students could follow classes taught in English and how well they per-
formed compared to classes taught in Japanese, the final grades obtained in those classes were com-
piled. Based on the final grades and the opinions of professors who conduct their classes in English
it is concluded that Japanese students have no problem following classes when the subjects are within
their major.

On the other hand the study finds problems with the seriousness in teaching and assessment among
professors and the decline in the quality of self-supporting international students. In this study the
author analyzes the situation and concludes that the cause of the problems comes from (i) the overem-
phasis on research and the total lack of recognition of teaching efforts by the university; and (ii) the
public acceptance that universities are simply places for “certificating” or “credentialing” .

To identify the necessary components needed to guarantee the quality of education and at the same
time raise the university’s status in the world ranking, situations of the Sapporo Agricultural College
and of the present Graduate School of Engineering were compared and three main components iden-
tified. They are (i) the usage of English as the medium of instruction; (ii) the seriousness in teaching
and assessment; and (iii) the excellent and motivated students. To achieve these components a com-

prehensive set of actions is recommended.
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