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What Steps can Small Private Schools Take to Survive?
— A Case for Breaking with Tradition.
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This paper examines enrollment problems facing institutes of higher learning in Japan. It focuses
primarily on two-year junior colleges illustrating current conditions while offering suggestions for
increasing the number of students. The focus is on recruiting of non-traditional students to help com-
pensate for the decrease in the number of recent high school graduates in Japan.
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The phenomenon of the rapid rise of higher edu-
cation in postwar Japan is one which has rarely been
equaled. Factors which contributed to this growth
were the first and second baby booms, the rise of
Japan's economy and businesses, increased personal
wealth, and the principle of “equality of opportunity”
strongly recommended by the American occupation
forces. The number of students enrolled in two-year
colleges alone increased from 77,885 in 1955 to a
peak of 530,294 in 1993. The rise in the number of
junior colleges mirrored the increase of students as
these institutions grew in number from 264 in 1955
to 598 in 1996. Since reaching their respective
peaks in the mid-1990s, the numbers of both stu-
dents and junior colleges have been in a steady and
dramatic decline. Government figures for 2005 show
a total enrollment of 219,355 for Japan's junior col-
leges. The last time enrollment was at this level was
in the 1960s. Clearly, this is a time of crisis for
junior colleges in Japan.
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What is the cause of this decline? There are cur-
rently a number of reasons contributing to the
decline in enrollment, but they all stem from the pri-
mary one, the end of the second baby boom. This
situation was easy to predict, yet for the most part
ignored until its impact had already negatively
affected many schools. With increasingly fewer
18-year olds graduating from high school the number
of applicants to two and four-year schools will con-
tinue to decline. It is projected that student numbers
will fall to 1,183,000 by 2012. This marks a 42.3 %
decrease over a twenty year period. Accordingly,
junior colleges and four-year universities are facing
critical decisions which will affect their very sur-
vival. Further exacerbating this problem is the fact
that the vast majority of two and four-year students
(92 % and 73 % respectively in 1999) are enrolled in
private schools. According to Kinmoth (2005) one
important distinction between American and Japanese
private junior colleges is the fact that Japanese
schools rely on tuition to pay for most operating
expenses and major expenditures. Therefore, with
declining enrollments, many institutions are facing
extreme financial problems that in some cases have
already resulted in debts, closures and bankruptcy.
With little hope of endowments or alumni funding in
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Japan, the situation is both dire and evident as the
number of junior colleges operating in Japan fell
from 596 in 1995 to 488 in 2005, an 18 % decrease.

Given the fact that the population of 18 year olds
is not about to expand in the foreseeable future,
immediate action is needed to ensure the survival of
existing schools. It is the intent of this paper to
examine conditions and evaluate existing methods for
recruiting students and to offer suggestions, which if
adopted, may allow more schools to not only weather
the current crisis, but to flourish in the future in
spite of there being fewer high school graduates.
These suggestions, while not new, to date have only
been implemented on a modest scale, if at all.

Accompanying the decline in student numbers
there have been relaxations of some rules by the the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science
and Technology (MEXT). Transfers from junior col-
lege to four-year schools and between schools, while
not yet commonplace, are now permitted. There are
a number of alternate means of entering colleges and
universities that are replacing the traditional
“entrance exam hell”, thus making recruitment efforts
among schools even more competitive. One such
method is admission by recommendation. Until 2000
those admitted in this fashion had been limited to
50 % of all junior college students. It has now been
expanded so that in theory, 100 %, the entire first
year class, could be composed of students admitted
by recommendation. Within this framework, rules
have been loosened to include self-recommendation
from prospective students. One school in Shikoku
has even accepted recommendations by current stu-
dents to stave off closure (Kinmonth, 2005). Most
schools also offer “admissions office entrance exams”
(AO) which allow prospective students to sit for an
interview with faculty members of the department
they wish to attend. Such interviews are preceded
by a written essay explaining why the student wishes
to join the particular department and is often merely
a perfunctory attempt at screening. At some schools
even the requirements for the individual institution’s
entrance examination have been diluted. Students
may sit for a paper test in whatever field that they
feel most competent in, regardless of which depart-
ment they actually plan to enter. Even with such
relaxations private school enrollment continues to
suffer.
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The number of openings for four-year universities
equaled the number of high school graduates for the
first time in 2008, resulting in what amounts to ‘open
admissions’. This demographic represents an added
pressure for junior colleges as many students who
would have opted to attend a two-year school because
of lower academic performance in high school can
now be accepted to a university as those schools
scramble to fill their alloted quotas. If a school falls
below 50 % of its approved quota, it could have its
government subsidies suspended (Akabayashi, 2006).
One serious effect of the de facto ‘open admissions’
practice is that a growing number students entering
tertiary education are in need of remedial studies in
order to meet the demands of university and junior
college classes. This places new burdens on schools
as they must alter their curriculum and devise new
courses to assist these students in overcoming their
academic deficiencies. A positive effect is that more
students than ever are opting to pursue post-second-
ary education yet their presence cannot counter the
overall decline in the number potential students.

What new directions do the academic institutions
need to embark upon in order to remain solvent and
continue to contribute to society by graduating
trained and motivated individuals who are competent
in their chosen field? How this issue is resolved is
vital to the future of higher education in Japan.

It is apparent that the existing system is in urgent
need of restructuring. Merely adhering to the ‘time
tested’ routines in recruiting and establishing curric-
ulua is no longer sufficient. By issuing the 2004
reforms in education, MEXT has taken unprece-
dented steps to change and improve higher education
in Japan. The scope of this action has been compared
to the introduction of western elements into the
Japanese education system during the Meiji
Restoration and the ‘Americanization’ of education
after World War II (Kelly, 1999). Much of the
reform addresses the privatization of public universi-
ties, both national and local, and the potential merg-
ers between these institutions and private schools.
More autonomy is provided to schools in determining
new policies from teacher contracts to courses
offered. Other striking changes at the start of the
21st century include the introduction of outside eval-
uation of schools, increased student evaluation of
teachers, and attempts to gain greater international
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recognition for Japanese universities. In addition,
requirements for establishing four-year degree pro-
grams as junior college departments restructure into
university level schools have been made easier. All
these policy changes deserve attention and most
changes have been welcomed, but questions remain
as to whether the changes will positively impact
enrollment and ultimately the continued solvency of
schools as a growing number of them fail to meet
enrollment quotas (feiin). As of 2006, 160 of 542
four-year schools failed to meet their quotas and two-
year schools fared even worse. By early 2002, 58 %
of private junior colleges had fallen short of their
quotas (Walker, 2006)

What then are the options now available to
schools to attain higher enrollment? What are
schools doing now to increase enrollment? Are they
succeeding? If so, can that success be sustained
given the continuing decrease in the number of high
school graduates? There have been numerous news
reports of schools offering students amenities that
have little or nothing to do with education and learn-
ing. Golf courses, swimming pools, health spas,
gourmet restaurants, convenience and fast food
shops, to name a few, have been established on vari-
ous campuses to help induce students to attend these
schools (McNeil, 2008). Promotions and giveaways,
including free’ semester abroad programs and ‘free’
laptop computers have been tried. University teach-
ers are making more visits to high schools, groups of
high school students are visiting university campuses
with increasing frequency and we are witnessing an
expansion of ‘open campus’ days. Schools are continu-
ally renaming classes and courses to give them trend-
ler and more appealing titles only to find dissatisfied
students who soon discover such changes are merely
cosmetic while classes and teaching practices remain
essentially the same. Questions concerning the qual-
ity of teaching also continue to be raised and the
lower ranked the institution, the more severe the
reduction in student numbers. On a more positive
note, many junior colleges have established success-
ful relationships with schools in other countries due
to the desire of many Japanese students to experi-
ence life abroad in a safe and quality academic envi-
ronment (Walker, 2003).

So, what more can the troubled schools do? One
solution with a high probability of success is to
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attract non-traditional students. It makes little sense
for schools to continue to waste valuable time and
resources engaging in strong competition with each
other while searching for nonexistent students. This
is particularly true in the case of junior colleges. It
was the non-traditional student who saved, and was
responsible for the boom in higher education in the
United States in the 1970s and 1980s (Kelly, 1998).
In this article the term non-standard student refers
to two basic groups, adult or returning learners and
international students.

Internationalization is a nebulous term that for
some time has been bandied about for a variety of
purposes. It is one means of survival for Japanese
junior colleges. What is the role of the international
student in Japan? Since 1983 the government has
tried various policies and incentives to incorporate a
larger number of foreign students into the Japanese
higher education system (Horie, 2002). In the 1990s
there was an ambitious plan for international student
enrollment to reach 100,000 by the year 2000. While
the target was not met until 2003, it still represents
a dramatic influx of foreign students. The vast
majority of these students were from three countries,
China (66.2 %), South Korea (12.8 %), and Taiwan
(3.6%). By May 2005 Asian students comprised
93.3 % of all international students in Japan (JASSO,
2006).

To help advance its goal of improving the number
of foreign students the government has introduced a
number of reforms to help stimulate further recruit-
ment. In order for a university to receive approval
for establishment of a new faculty or department it
must, among other requirements, include a predeter-
mined percentage of foreign students. This provides
an added incentive for schools to recruit international
students. In 2000 the government relaxed regulations
regarding the issuance of student visas and part-time
employment for foreign students to help increase
applicants and make it more financially viable for stu-
dents from less developed countries to attend school
in Japan. No doubt these measures aided in bringing
the total number of international students above the
100,000 mark.

Japan's historical reticence to accept foreigners is
well documented (Chapple, 2004), but given the con-
tinuing enrollment slump and aging population such
policies, and the attitudes which underlie them, can
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no longer be tolerated, if for no other reason than
they are inherently impractical and self-defeating.
Just as many Japanese students wish to experience
life in other countries, so too, do growing numbers
of those from abroad desire to study in Japan. Many
come from societies where the educational demand
can no longer meet the available supply as popula-
tions rise and workplaces require more college edu-
cated employees. In addition they see Japan as able
to provide a higher quality learning experience than
found in their native country. These factors should
compel struggling schools in Japan to aggressively
seek out more international students. In the short
term, most will continue to come from Asia due to
proximity and a shared cultural background grounded
in the philosophy of Confucius. It is not realistic to
expect an influx of North American or European stu-
dents due to the language barrier and the fact that
only three Japanese universities rank in the top 100
of the world. A number of Japanese universities are
taking steps to create greater diversity by offering
all classes, with the exception of Japanese language
classes, in English. They are also seeking foreign
faculty in disciplines other than language teaching.
Examples of such schools are Waseda University,
Asia Pacific University and Tokyo University which
have experienced an increase in international stu-
dents in part due to classes being taught in English.
In order for junior colleges to attract more inter-
national students it is not necessary to conduct les-
sons only in English. Foreign students who desire to
study in Japan are very interested in learning
Japanese and becoming involved in Japanese culture.
It would be prudent to employ Japanese language
teachers for JFL lessons to improve the quality of
learning for these students. Any costs would be more
than offset by the tuition paid by these students. In
fact, if numbers warrant it, schools could open small
centers for Japanese studies where students would
attend classes until proficient enough in Japanese to
be comfortable in an academic classroom environ-
ment. These centers open a new avenue for increased
revenues. A select number of universities already
offer foreign graduate students this opportunity.
Admittance of foreign students should not be
viewed only as an opportunity to expose the culture
and richness of Japan to outsiders, but as an oppor-
tunity for our Japanese students to learn more about
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the world around them. Our students are eager to
learn the languages and cultural practices of their
regional neighbors. This cross-cultural sharing and
learning is one objective of the government's quest
for internationalization. It can be viewed as a means
of maintaining peaceful and productive relationships,
while at the same time strengthening economic ties
between nations.

Considering the cultural and financial advantages
of accepting more foreign students it is troublesome
that much of the publicity surrounding international
students has been negative. There have been head-
lines and overblown stories concerning foreign stu-
dents who leave school, overstay their visas, work
illegally and resort to more serious crimes. Such
incidents overshadow the many positive contributions
of international students and reinforce negative ste-
reotypes. Strong friendships and bonds formed with
Japanese students, employers and neighbors far out-
weigh the indiscretions of a few. And while true that
lack of Japanese language ability can create difficul-
ties, this is not an insurmountable problem. By
attending classes and working together with interna-
tional students our own students’ lives are enriched
and the coffers of the schools do not go empty. It is
a win-win situation which should be explored and
implemented by more schools. Moreover, the govern-
ment hopes to raise the number of foreign students
to 300,000 by the year 2020 and in a change of policy
wants to help these students find employment in
Japan after graduation (AP, 2008). Why not start
now to make this target a reality even earlier than
20207

There is another more accessible non-traditional
student awaiting inclusion into the higher education
system. This is the Japanese adult learner. In a
country where the population is rapidly aging it
would seem obvious that these learners could be of
great benefit not only in helping preserve existing
educational institutions, but in transforming and
expanding them for a brighter future. Greater inclu-
sion of adult learners would also increase the chances
of success for the MEXT agenda for lifelong learn-
ing.

The concept of lifelong learning (shogai gakushu)
is not new to Japan. Since the late 1940s there has
been a comprehensive system in place for what is
termed social education (shakai kyoiku). The majority
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of lifelong learning until recently has been focused on
non-formal learning that takes place at community
centers, companies, libraries, schools and other
locations. According to the Monbusho (1996) such
learning encompasses “knowledge gained through par-
ticipation in, for example, sports activities, volun-
teer activities, and hobbies.” Noticeably absent from
the realm of lifelong learning in Japan is the role of
higher education.

The number of government reports on lifelong
learning in the past 15 years is testament to the
importance which Tokyo places on this area of educa-
tion. Although a number of large universities have
enacted special admittance procedures for adult
learners, few have aggressively sought such students,
nor have they been flexible enough in their polices to
accommodate them. Adult learners encompass a vari-
ety of types. Housewives whose children have grown
and now have the time to pursue studies they may
have abandoned or not had time for earlier in life,
employees who need to acquire new skills to remain
competitive in the constantly changing labor market,
retirees (third-age learners) who have the time and
interest to study, and adults who wish to attend
graduate school for further professional development
or to acquire a second area of expertise are among
those comprising this segment of the population.

Until recently the structural barriers made it dif-
ficult for adults to study at the tertiary level in
Japan. According to Schuetze & Slowey (2002), four
areas need to be addressed for successful implemen-
tation of adult education programs. They are (1)
flexible access, (2) mode of study, (3) financial assis-
tance, and (4) continuing educational opportunities.
In their comparative study of lifelong learning in ten
industrialized countries, Japan ranked low in all four
areas. With a little effort and a sincere desire to
integrate adult learners into higher education these
obstacles can be overcome. In fact a number of
larger institutions have recently begun on such a
path.

Of primary importance is the recognition that the
needs of the adult learner are different from those of
recent high school graduates and should be recog-
nized and treated accordingly by both administration
and faculty. There are a number of steps that should
be considered to increase the number of adult learn-
ers while making their learning experience more
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meaningful. Flexible scheduling including evening,
Saturday, and distance or hybrid classes can help
increase the number of adult students. New admis-
sion policies that take into account life experience
and prior formal education should be adopted.
Allowing for more students to attend classes for
credit without participating in a specific degree pro-
gram would boost enrollment. Seeking part-time stu-
dents and embracing them as part of the learning
community would help diversify the student body and
make the university environment more representative
of the society in which it exists.

In most developed countries the inclusion of adult
learners has led to a more heterogeneous student
body in terms of social, family and educational back-
grounds, gender, age and life-situation (Schuetze &
Slowey, 2002). Including adult learners in the school
community aides traditional learners as they interact
with a greater variety of people, learn from their
varied experiences and come to realize how lifelong
learning is an integral part of their life. Adult learn-
ers are generally more highly motivated and possess
better study and time management skills which tradi-
tional students observe and incorporate into their
routines. Their function as role models cannot be
underestimated (Lemmer, 2003). These adult learn-
ers are a valuable asset to colleges and universities
both financially and educationally and now more than
ever before need to be recognized and welcomed into
higher education.

Both sets of non-traditional students pose differ-
ent problems for schools as they now exist.
Overcoming these should not, however, be viewed as
negatives but opportunities for financial, intellectual
and institutional growth. If learning is constructed
through a shared social experience as espoused by
Vigotsky, what better environment could there be
for learners than a truly integrated classroom con-
sisting of traditional students, adult learners and
international students? It certainly appears that a
future that fails to integrate non-traditional students
will be one of continuing school failures and fewer
choices and opportunities for all members of society.
This article does not advocate abandoning efforts to
attract traditional students, but rather urges a three-
pronged approach to future recruiting efforts by
seeking traditional, international and adult students
with equal enthusiasm. By enacting this approach
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schools can align their policies with the stated goals
of the government while offering opportunities to a
larger number of learners. Let us hope that the
administrators in decision making positions are able
to recognize the need for more open and creative
solutions before the current situation becomes irre-
versible.

*All enrollment and school statistics were retrieved from the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT)
website unless otherwise cited. <http://www.mext.go.jp/english/staist/
index11.htm>
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