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Is General Education Necessary?

A Short History of General Education in Japan
with Special Reference to Hokkaido University

Masaaki Ogasawara

Hokkaido University

Abstract—After the Meiji Restoration, modern institutions of higher education in Japan were
founded in the middle of the 19th century. The first university was established in Tokyo ap-
proximately one hundred and twenty years ago. It was subsequently renamed the Imperial
University in 1886. Thereafter, a new Imperial University was established about every ten
years until the end of 1930s. Hokkaido University traces its origins back to 1876 when it was
founded as Sapporo Agricultural College; it was one of the first institutions of higher educa-
tion in Japan to award bachelor’s degrees. The agricultural college was later reorganized as
one of the colleges of the newly established Tohoku Imperial University. It then became the
independent Hokkaido Imperial University in 1918. When the higher education systems were
started in our country, the universities in Europe, especially those of Germany, were at their
peak; thus the universities in Japan were strongly influenced by their European counterparts.

Because of this strong European influence, general education has long been neglected in
universities and colleges in Japan, except for the early Sapporo Agricultural College, in which
liberal arts education was reasonably well developed. In pre-war times, general education
was established in high schools in important cities such as Kyoto and Sendai. Although many
of these high schools enjoyed good reputations as preparatory schools for universities, their
curricula for liberal arts were rather fragmented and unsystematic.

After World War I, all of the higher education systems in Japan were abolished. In their
place, diverse institutions have been started since the late 1940s: 70 national universities com-
prising the former Imperial Universities; colleges; high schools; professional high schools;
and teacher training schools. In the reorganized national universities, undergraduate course
work was divided into two parts. During the first two years, general education, foreign lan-
guages and physical education are studied in a separate school or department of general edu-
cation; during the final two years (or four years in some professional schools), students spe-
cialize in a program of study in their major field under the guidance of a specialized faculty.
The general education component has had experienced numerous problems from the begin-
ning, declined during the 1960’s student movement, and eventually lost most of its power by
the end of 1980s. The reform of higher education during Japan in the early 1990s was moti-
vated by the following three objectives: (1) strengthening the research capacity of universi-
ties; (2) improving general education programs; and (3) internationalizing undergraduate and
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graduate courses. The reform of general education, in particular, became an urgent issue, and
most of the national universities have already made some changes during the last several
years. However, much work still remains before a coherent new concept of general education
is fully established. The reformed general education will play a major role in supporting the
continued development of modern society. This article concludes that, for most universities,
further reform of general education is inevitable to survive into the next century.
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