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Inter-Faculty Collaboration and General Education Reform:
The Case of Hokkaido University

Etsuo Yoshino
Hokkaido University

Abstract—As part of a 1994 reform, Hokkaido University implemented a general education
system in which the University’s faculties collaborate to provide general education. This re-
placed a system in which general education was provided by its own separate faculty. This
paper outlines the new system and briefly examines several problems and controversies that
have arisen during its implementation..

The following is a simplified schematic of the educational system at our university. (Note:
Quantities in parentheses below are the typical age of students who passed the entrance ex-
amination directly out of high school .)

the 6th year (23) master degree course
the 5th year (22) master degree course

the 4th year (21) special subjects
the 3rd year (20) special subjects
e.g. finance theory topology
ethics guantum physics

the second half of  basic special subjects

the 2nd year (19)  e.g. principles of economics, advanced differential equation
principles of philosophy biochemistry

the first half of [inter-faculty subjects group]

the 2nd year (19)  subjects for liberal arts basic subjects

& the 1styear (18) e.g. philosophical issues e.g. differential calculus
economic circumstances chemistry

First, we introduce the “coeducation” controversy that arose when general education courses
were offered through the collaboration of faculties from different schools. “Coeducation”
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occurs in basic subjects and liberal arts classes. The word “coeducation” does not refer to
coeducation between female and male students, but to the coeducation of students from dif-
ferent schools of the university. If these classes are taught by separate faculties, their lecture
content can be strongly oriented to the specialty of each school. This orientation to the school
specialty strengthens and motivates student learning.

On the other hand, the advocates of the coeducational system present the following argu-
ment. A high level of knowledge in the natural sciences will be necessary for all students in
the 21st century. Basic subjects, such as chemistry and physics, will need to be required for
most courses of study. Therefore, according to this argument, all students should experience
the same general education.

After the reform, many teachers in the new system were surprised by a curious phenom-
enon. The mental intensity of general education students had decreased. The healthy student
rivalry formerly stimulated by the coeducational system prior to reform diminished signifi-
cantly.

It is therefore necessary for faculty to continue discussing which subjects should be taught
by specialized faculty and which should be taught by coeducational faculty. It is possible that
some subject matter is better understood by students if it is presented by faculty who special-
ize in the students’ major field of interest. These subjects should be presented in the non-
coeducational system, rather than in the new coeducational system. For instance, basic phys-
ics classes for students of the school of engineering might be better taught by engineering
faculty.

At Hokkaido University, many professors argue for the necessity of inter-faculty collabo-
ration in teaching basic subjects. Although professors have discussed the possibility of imple-
menting inter-faculty collaboration for all basic subjects, the general conclusion they have
reached on this matter is negative. They reasoned that the required classes in basic subjects
should be differentially oriented to the distinct specialties of the schools.

On the other hand, almost all faculty concur that the some selected basic subjects should
continue to be taught through the inter-faculty collaboration. For example, biochemistry is
indispensable for some engineering students, yet the faculty of engineering does not and can
not offer lectures on biochemistry. In this example, the biochemistry class offered by the
school of medicine should be open to these engineering students.

Another component of the general education reform is a new approach to teaching scien-
tific writing. Science classes have added writing to their curriculum, requiring students to
write short papers in addition to their regular classwork. The professor returns these papers to
the students with personal feedback and suggestions for improvement. These new science
classes have become quite popular among students; more than 80% of first-year students take
this class. These classes are taught by the faculty of letters, law, economics and education.
These four schools collaborate in this aspect of education for students from various schools of
the natural sciences.

In conclusion, tresolving the problem of inter-faculty collaboration requires clarifying the
essential goals of higher education. The university, on the one hand, should cultivate students
with in-depth specialized knowledge, but on the other hand, should foster students’ general
abilities of discernment and synthetic judgment. There are two kinds of subjects. One is
strongly oriented to the school’s specialty and should be taught by specialized faculty, whereas
the other should be taught within the inter-faculty collaboration system.
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