Obstacles to Studying Abroad: The Ministry of Education,
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology’s Policies and
Apprehension about English Abilities

Scott Menking

The Japanese government, particularly the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA),
has emphasized the importance of “public diplomacy—direct appeals to citizens
and public opinion” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan [MOFA], 2009b, para.
1) so that overseas, the general public as well as policymakers will have positive
images and a better understanding of Japan; as a result, a variety of activities in
other countries have been funded and supported. For example, MOFA, the
Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (MITI), and the Japan Tourism Agency
participate in overseas Expos (e.g., MOFA, June 11, 2009); the Agency for
Cultural Affairs organizes Japanese Film Festivals in Asian countries (Agency for
Cultural Affairs, 2009). A Japan Creative Centre was recently opened in
Singapore to disseminate information about Japan and Japanese Culture (Japan
Creative Centre, n.d.). Japan continues to work with UNESCO to fund “human
resources development and capacity-building projects” around the world (MOFA,
March 2009).

In addition to these extraordinary efforts, the Japanese government is
emphasizing exchanges that bring foreigners to Japan, believing that doing so will
“promote friendship and goodwill with other countries” (MOFA, 2009b). The gov-
ernment also asserts that Japanese society benefits from the exchanges because its
higher education is internationalized and Japanese businesses are revitalized. These
exchanges include the Japanese Exchange and Teaching (JET) Programme, which
has sponsored over 52,000 people from 51 countries since its inception in 1987
(JET Programme, October 2009), and the Global Youth Exchange (GYE)
Program, which each year selects between 18 (MOFA, 2009¢) and 54 participants
(MOFA, 2009a) from as many as 41 countries (MOFA, 2009d) for a 10-day
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(MOFA, 2009¢) to 14-day (MOFA, 2009f) program. The Japanese government is
also funding the Japan - East Asia Network of Exchange for Students and Youths
(JENESYS) Programme, which was first announced in 2007 and was designed to
bring 6,000 young people to Japan each year for the following five years
(Association of Southeast Asian Nations, n.d.; MOFA, September 11, 2007).

In addition to these people-to-people exchanges, the Japanese government is
financing intellectual exchange, including the exchange of undergraduate and
graduate students at universities. For example, through the JENESYS Programme,
various programs, such as the science and engineering training program that
allowed 23 undergraduate and graduate students to come to Japan (MOFA, August
I, 2008), have been implemented. Since 1954, Japanese Government
(Monbukagakusho) Scholarships have made it possible for 72,000 students from
160 countries and regions to study in Japan (MOFA, n.d. a). Equally important,
in 1983, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology
(MEXT) created a “Plan to Accept 100,000 Foreign Students” to study in Japan.
In May 2004 the number of foreign students reached what was, at the time, a
record high of 117,000 students (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science
and Technology [MEXT], n.d. d). Building on this success, in July 2008, Japan
announced the lofty “Plan to Accept 300,000 International Students” (MOFA,
2009c), and in 2009, MEXT selected 13 “core” universities to “dramatically
boost” the number of international students (MEXT, n.d. c¢). In order to realize
the goal, the action plan includes funding of 200 to 400 million yen per year per
university for five years (MEXT, n.d. c).

System for Receiving Foreign Students
Foreign students who want to study on short-term programs must do so at
Japanese universities with which their universities have exchange agreements
(MOFA, n.d. a). Similarly, many Ilong-term (e.g., year-long) programs are
conducted through inter-university exchange agreements. Students who have been
awarded the Japanese Government (Monbukagakusho) Scholarship (e.g., research

students and undergraduate students) are the exception and are placed by MEXT
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(e.g., MOFA, n.d. b; MOFA, n.d. ¢; MOFA, n.d. d), thus nullifying the exchange

agreement requirement.

Inbound Exchanges at Shimane University

Because of the creation and support of national projects, it is not surprising that
Shimane University has witnessed an increase in international exchange. Since the
first inter-university agreement with an American university in 1982, an additional
33 agreements with institutions in ten countries have been established (Shimane
University, Center for International Exchanges, n.d. a). As of October 1, 2008,
200 international students were enrolled at the university (Shimane University,
n.d.). Short-term programs, such as the twelve-day program in May 2009 when
seven Americans studied at the university, and visits from foreign students,
including the sixteen Korean students in July, the seven Chinese students in
August, and the four Chinese students in September 2009 (Shimane University,
Center for International Exchanges, n.d. b), have all increased the international
visibility of the university. In addition, unofficial programs organized by Faculties
or individual faculty members, such as the program that brings graduate science
students from Texas, have brought additional valuable real-world components and
an international flair to the tertiary educational experience of the Shimane

University students who interacted with these foreign sojourners.

Of the 200 international students at Shimane University, 88 were
undergraduates, equivalent to 1.62 percent of the undergraduate population
(Shimane University, n.d.). When one considers Hiroshima University, with 10,978
undergraduates but only 71 undergraduate international students (.65 percent)
(Hiroshima University, n.d. a; Hiroshima University, n.d. b) and Osaka University,
which has been chosen as one of the 13 core universities for the promotion of
internationalization, with its 15,937 undergraduates (Osaka University, 2009b, p.
23) and 245 undergraduate international students (1.53 percent) (Osaka University,
2009a), it may be easy, although not necessarily accurate, to conclude that
Shimane University has sufficient international exchange programs at the

undergraduate level.
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Benefits to the Student Body and University

An active foreign student population in Japan’s universities positively affects
students’ tertiary educational experiences, heightens the cultural awareness of
faculty and staff, is a rewarding experience for those involved, and accentuates
the university’s image. When foreign and Japanese students take courses together,
they can interact and explore language learning from new perspectives (Freed,
1995). Moreover, in the past when foreign students were in the author’s classes,
the Japanese students gained new perspectives on how foreigners view them,
allowing the Japanese students to obtain valuable, real-world cross-cultural
understanding. These benefits also extend to the faculty and staff members who
are involved with the international students. Ryan (2009) discussed an exchange
program between St. Thomas University and a university in the Philippines. Every
year, six to eight Filipino students come to Japan for a ten-day program, during
which 50 to 70 Japanese students interact with them. This program affords the
Japanese students the opportunity to learn about other countries, cultures, habits,
and customs, and the experience is equally valuable to the professors and office
staff who gain cultural insight (Ryan, 2009). More impressively, Ryan asserted
that the establishment and continuation of the program is the “single most
worthwhile experience I’ve been involved with in my career.” These examples
demonstrate some of the merits to the students, staff, and faculty, but in addition
to these human and intellectual benefits, a large foreign student body increases the
university’s “profile in the international arena of academic university cultures”
(Gilmour, 2007, p. 32). This is essential if the university is going to remain
competitive in an era where college enrollments are rapidly decreasing (McNeill,
2008). For these reasons, continued increases in the foreign student population at
Shimane University should be welcomed. However, study abroad, by definition,

includes both the sending and receiving of students.

Imbalance
All of Japan’s programs and plans are impressive and demonstrate Japan’s
extensive financial and administrative commitment to receiving foreign students in

Japan, but as the following illustrations demonstrate, the national programs and
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plans seem to lack equally aggressive endeavors to send Japanese students abroad.
To begin with, although the outline for the JENESYS Programme includes the
dispatching of Japanese youth, the author could find no concrete information
suggesting financial and administrative resources had been used for this purpose.
Second, although MEXT discusses projects such as the UNESCO Youth Study
Tour for sending Japanese students to UNESCO member nations (MEXT, n.d. b),
there is little information demonstrating the achievement of such programs. Third,
when MEXT provided funding for universities to increase the number of incoming
students to 300,000, it also affirmed their plan to continue to provide scholarships
for Japanese students to study abroad (MEXT, n.d. e), but the number of foreign
students far exceeds the number of Japanese students. For example, while one
MEXT Web site (MEXT, n.d. a) sets a target of 3,947 Japanese students, which
equates to approximately 1.15 percent as many scholarships for sending students
as for receiving, one of the scholarships, the Long-term International Exchange
Scholarship, was awarded to just 57 students in the 2009-2010 school year (Japan
Student Service Organization [JASSO], n.d.). In addition, the Japan Student
Services Organization warns students to think carefully about their financial
situation and lifestyle before applying for these scholarships (JASSO, 2004a)
because most are actually loans that Japanese students must start to repay six
months after graduation (JASSO, 2004b).

The final result of such an imbalance is that in contrast to the approximately
95,000 foreign students who were studying in Japan in 2002, 79,000 Japanese
students were studying in 33 countries (MEXT, n.d. c¢). The significance of these
statistics can be better understood by studying The Global Education Digest 2008,
a publication by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization’s Institute for Statistics (2008, p. 121). The outbound mobility ratio
(i.e., the percentage of the total tertiary enrollment that is studying abroad) for
Hong Kong is 21.3 percent. South Korea sends 3.0 percent of its tertiary
population to institutions outside of the country, and 2.0 percent of China’s
tertiary population studies overseas. However, just 1.4 percent of the Japanese

tertiary enrollment studies abroad. The Digest also provides the net flow of
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students (i.e., the result by subtracting the number of outbound students from the
number of inbound students and expressing the difference as a percentage of the
total number of tertiary enrollments) (United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization, 2008, p. 290). While a positive ratio indicates more
incoming than outgoing students, a negative ratio shows that a country sends
more students than it receives. With ratios of -1.6 and -2.5 percent, respectively,
China and South Korea are net dispatchers of students, but the positive ratio of

1.7 percent for Japan indicates it receives more students than it sends.

This positive ratio is mirrored in the net flow of exchange students at Shimane
University. As the number of inter-university agreements and international students
on campus increased, there was not a proportional expansion in sending Japanese
students abroad. On October 1, 2008, Shimane University had five students,
equivalent to .09 percent of the undergraduate population, in two countries
studying on year-long programs (Shimane University, n.d.). Similarly, although 34
foreign students visited Shimane University on official programs during 2009,
participation in the university-wide short-term programs was lackluster, with .35
percent of the undergraduate body participating in one of three programs: Canada
(three students on the joint program with Tottori University [Shimane University,
Center for International Exchanges, n.d. b]), Korea (five students), and Arkansas
in the United States (11 students). This is not to say, however, that these are the
only students who traveled overseas. For example, faculty members conducted
independent tours (e.g., the London Tour, which regularly has 20 students); the
Faculty of Law and Literature unofficially started a study abroad program in the
United States; and students independently researched and participated in programs
in Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom, and other countries. One can postulate
that more unofficial programs, such as the two-week program to Michigan by a

Faculty of Education professor in February 2010, will be developed.

Impetus for Study
With an undergraduate student body of 5,447 students (Shimane University,

n.d.), it is possible for all of these exchange programs, and others, to run
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concurrently and meet the varying needs of students in different Faculties. In fact,
a July 2009 article in The Japan Times reinforced the importance of additional
overseas study opportunities for Japanese students when it noted that not only
foreign language skills but also experience living abroad, flexibility, and the
ability to adapt to different cultures (Slodkowski, July 8, 2009) are necessary in
the current job market. However, before additional programs are started, it is
necessary to understand some of the factors that students consider when deciding
whether to participate in a study abroad program. As a result, the following study
was designed to explore possible obstacles limiting participation in study abroad

programs.

Methodology and Subjects

A questionnaire was administered to 180 first-year students (79 male, 101
female). The questionnaire was written in English with enough Japanese
translation to ensure students understood the meaning of each item. While 31
students (17.22 percent) who completed the questionnaire are studying in the
Faculty of Life and Environmental Science and 32 (17.78 percent) are in the
Faculty of Education, 33 (18.33 percent) belong to the Interdisciplinary Faculty of
Science and Engineering and 84 (46.67 percent) are in the Faculty of Law and
Literature. All of the students were in the advanced level of the mandatory

English classes.

Results
Five factors that may influence participation in a study abroad program were
investigated. The first, lack of interest in other countries, was given as a reason
for not going on a study abroad program by 9.44 percent of the students. Of
these students, just over half gave only this reason. For these nine students, other
interests take priority, and while educators may try to help them find the joy in

other cultures, lack of interest is a reasonable reason to decide not to participate.

The second factor is the necessity of receiving university credit for taking part

in the study abroad program. Overall, 19.44 percent of the students attached this
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condition to participation, but only one of these students cited it as the only
factor influencing his decision not to participate in a study abroad program.
Although there is a tendency to believe that students reject programs that do not
bear credit, this study does not find overwhelming evidence to support this
supposition. Instead, these findings indicate that credit is one of many factors that
students consider, and taken together with those factors, may contribute to

non-participation.

A third factor, lack of time, was given by approximately one-third of the
informants. Like the second factor, only one student felt this was the lone reason
why he would not participate in a study abroad program. The remaining students
most often combined it with financial constraints (75.00 percent of the students

who felt time was an issue) and deficiency in English skills (60.71 percent).

The results of the questionnaire indicate that two factors—insufficient financial
resources (61.67 percent) and concerns about English ability (63.89 percent)—
may contribute more directly to the decision not to go on a study abroad
program. In the weeks preceding the administration of the questionnaire, students
had been made aware of the Arkansas study abroad program and its cost of
400,000 yen, and this may have contributed to students’ perception that such an

endeavor is beyond their financial reach.

Discussion
The decision to study abroad is a complex one with multiple factors. The
results of this study indicate that while lack of interest in foreign countries and
getting credit for participation are not impediments, finances and perceived
English ability restrict students’ exuberance for studying abroad. By actively
addressing these two perceived obstacles, future participation may be positively
affected.

Financial Restrictions

Every effort must be made to keep programs as affordable as possible.
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American universities are trying innovative approaches to study abroad, including
embedding a short-term overseas study program in a regular course (Hulstrand,
2006). This may prove beneficial at Shimane University since these programs

would be shorter and therefore less expensive.

Lack of Confidence

Students’ lack of confidence in their English abilities is an issue with which the
university has some control. To begin with, mandatory English courses at the
university must be conduits through which students become more interested and
confident in their English. Furthermore, students must be assured that the
pre-program English classes, which are currently available for both the Arkansas
and Florida programs, will adequately prepare them for their time abroad.
Although these are not novel ideas, they bear repeating, particularly since previous
study abroad research has examined students’ confidence during the program (e.g.,
Atkins, 2008), changes in English language abilities (e.g., Menking, 2004;
Menking 2006), and the effect of pre-departure programs on adaptation (e.g.,
Schmidt-Rinehart & Knight, 2004; Long & Tabuki, 2002). In contrast to these
studies, the current research suggests that confidence issues must be addressed
even before students decide to participate (e.g., during mandatory English
courses), and that by doing so, it may be possible to get more students to

participate in the study abroad programs.

Conclusion

The Japanese government has dedicated vast resources to promoting
internationalization, but these efforts have tended to focus on the receiving of
students without providing adequate opportunities for Japanese students to go
abroad. The current study found that financial resources and misgivings about
English abilities may be contributing to the lower participation rates by Japanese
tertiary students. MEXT could assist students in overcoming the first obstacle, but
responsibility for the second remains with educators. As a result, English courses

must continue to inspire students and provide them with the impetus to forego
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their negative attitudes and embrace English. Doing so, they may gain the

confidence to undertake study abroad.
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