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Reform of Education in Hokkaido University:
Historical Perspective

Hiroshi Yoshida

Hokkaido University

Abstract— The historical background, present status, and future of educational reform in
Hokkaido University are briefly summarized in this paper. This educational reform has two
principal components: one is an increased emphasis on graduate education and another is the
articulation of general and specialty education.

Discussion of reform in Hokkaido University began officially in 1989 by establishing a
special committee of deans. The reform of the graduate curriculum actually began in 1993 for
the Graduate Schools of Science and Environmental Earth Science, in 1994 for Engineering,
in 1995 for Veterinary Medicine, and in 1997 for Agriculture with the approval of the national
government. Other graduate schools are expected to follow. The reform of the undergraduate
program was first implemented in 1995 for all new students entering the university.

The increased emphasis on graduate education means not only establishing the graduate
curricula as the final goal of higher education in the university, but also reorganizing the
departmental system to activate education and research in graduate schools. This requires
examining all the professors to determine whether they are capable of teaching at the graduate
level or not. Graduate schools (especially doctoral programs) have been nominally existing
in principal universities in Japan, but they have been regarded as auxiliaries of undergraduate
programs, with no staff, space or facilities of their own. The increasing demands of society
for highly-educated talent and the gradual expansion of higher education in Japan are prompt-
ing some of the leading universities to strengthen graduate education.

The articulation of general and specialty education was accomplished by abolishing the
college of general education and establishing a complete undergraduate curriculum in each
school. Before this reform, students were distributed to schools and departments based on
their desire and achievement in the first one and one half years of the general arts curriculum.
This system was disadvantageous in that correlation became lost completely between general
arts education and specialty education. Teaching and research conditions became very differ-
ent between professors teaching in the general arts college and those teaching in the various
schools. This prompted many students to choose their major according to relative popular
rankings of schools and departments, rather than according to their sincere academic inter-
ests. Under the current system, high school students indicate their preference for a college or
school within the university when they register for its entrance examination.

Under the new system of undergraduate education, there are a considerable number of
subjects to be taught with the cooperation of all schools. These subjects are, for example,
cultural subjects, fundamental sciences, and foreign languages. These subjects, common to
freshman in all schools of the university, are now maintained by the committee system and
staffs of the various faculties. It is crucial to establish a shared instructional system for these
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common subjects. Corresponding to the strengthening of graduate education, emphasis should
be placed more on improving general education within the undergraduate program, including

the common subjects.
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