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Examining Japanese University Students’
Aspirations for Study Abroad:
An Exploratory Inquiry into Preferred Destinations and the
Anglophone Centripetal Pull in a Globalizing World

Simon Peter Bahau
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The discourse of internationalization and globalization is increasingly prominent in government programs
and documents in Japan, and part of this trend has included a push for more Japanese students to study abroad dur-
ing their tertiary education. The countries that students visit as part of these programs remains largely the choice
of the students themselves, because there are considerable costs involved which is also the responsibility of the
individuals. As a result, there may be a centripetal pull in their preferences toward Anglophone center countries
such as the US or the UK (MEXT, 2012). This may indicate that students are less interested in visiting the very
countries, such as Japan's Southeast Asian neighbors, whom they most likely need to interact with after their edu-
cation finishes. This paper is based upon a presentation by the author and a colleague that described a plan for an
investigation into the issue of students' preferred study abroad destination countries, and the reasons for their
choices at a national university in Japan from the perspective of study abroad coordination using Button’s (1994)
construct measurement instrument. The issues to be explored include the extent to which program coordinators
seeking to create study abroad opportunities for students should cater to their desires, and whether the dispropor-
tionate creation of exchange programs with Anglophone countries over countries geographically closer to Japan
should be considered problematic. Themes of multilingualism and pluriculturalism will be engaged as they relate
to English language education and international study abroad program coordination. Preliminary data will be pre-

sented and discussed.

Keywords: globalizing world, Anglophone center countries, preferred study abroad destinations, exchange pro-

grams, English language education

1.0 Background
1.1 Context of study abroad in Japan

In the last thirty years, the number of students studying abroad in the world over has been on the
rise. According to an OECD report, the numbers in 1975 were at eight hundred thousand. This figure
increased fourfold to 3.3 million in 2008. However, the Japanese student study abroad figures were at
a stagnant seventy five thousand in 1999. This, however, rose to reach an eighty three thousand mark

in 2004, but only to see it decline again to seventy five thousand in 2007. Between the years of 1994



and 1998, Japan showed the largest increase in the number of students studying in the US, to be ranked
as number one with forty seven thousand students. Nonetheless, in the consecutive years of 2008 and
2009, the figures dropped drastically to twenty five thousand, so as to be positioned sixth after China,

India, Korea, Canada and Taiwan.

The numbers of Japanese students studying abroad by year according to MEXT statistics shows,
but this trend is partly a measurement problem (Lassergard, 2013) : saying that out of 113 in online poll,
68 had experience of study abroad, which is almost half of whom used private language schools
(Asaoka & Yano, 2009). ‘Official’ university program participation appears to be enjoying an upstick
according to (Lassergard, 2013). Nevertheless, this is a troubling trend for Japan in terms of internation-
alization efforts and impact on domestic demand for diplomacy and international competitiveness of
companies (Asaoka & Yano, 2009).

Background: Context of study abroad in Japan
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1.2 Background: Research into Japanese students’ study abroad -1

In the years that followed, as MEXT shows, an increase in the number of students wishing to pur-
sue study abroad to approximately 78 thousand. The trend on study abroad destinations, however, as
can be seen here, seems to be bent towards the Anglophone countries, such as the US, UK, Australia,
Canada and New Zealand, which covers over 60 % of the students. The remaining figures of study
abroad are shared by Asian neighbors such as China, Taiwan and South Korea and the European coun-
tries of Germany and France. While a most part of the teaching is said to be conducted in the English
language, in some of the Asian countries, the local or lingua franca is the common mode of instruction.
This issue still poses to be discussed further because the acceptance or intake of international students
still dominates those of domestic Japanese students wishing to study abroad or dispatched, despite the

government initiatives pushing for an increase on both policies.



Background: Research into Japanese students’ study abroad

Country Number of Students
USA 33,974
China 18,640
UK 5,706
Australia 3,249
Germany 2,385
Taiwan 2,297
France 2,071
Canada 1,611
South Korea 1,235
New Zealand 958

Source: MEXT, 2009 Asaoka & Yano, 2009

1.3 Background: Research into Japanese students’ study abroad -2

This slide here depicts in Yellow: Predominantly English-speaking countries; in Kachru’s circle;
Orange: Non-English speaking countries, in Kachru’s outer or expanding circle. The MEXT statistics
proved to be better than that of Asaoka and Yano’s statistics. However, this should just be tackled as

a reminder.

Background: Research into Japanese students’ study abroad

Country Number of Students
USA 33,974 31
China 18,640 2
UK 5,706 3
Australia 3,249 13
Germany 2,385 3
Taiwan 2,297 0
France 2,071 1
Canada 1,611 8
South Korea 1,235 3
New Zealand 958 4

Source: MEXT, 2009 Asaoka & Yano, 2009

1.4 Map of the world

Japan, as seen on the world map, is a place where the majority of study abroad students appear to
be going quite far afield. There are several problems that this results in. It includes a decrease in
Japanese awareness of Southeast Asian countries’ cultures, which negatively impacts diplomacy, and
can be detrimental for industry (Asaoka & Yano, 2009). Yet, while reading previous literature, this take
the statistics in stride rather than considering the origins of these trends and what can or should be done
about them. In the presentation of the contents, the writer and colleague, as faculty members of a na-

tional university and responsible in different capacities for study abroad programs including the



building of new relationships with international universities, there was a need to explore with our stu-

dents and find out what lay there for us.

2.0 Methodology
2.1 Investigation of students’ study abroad destination country preferences

Previous investigations (Lassergard, 2013; Asaoka & Yano, 2009) appear to use closed-item ques-
tionnaires for investigating students’ expectations. In other words, no consideration was heeded on why
the students chose the countries they did. This investigation aimed at using a more open-ended means
of questionnaire on students’ preferences. As such, the starting point is Button’s (1994) *SELF GRID’

which is used for measuring self-esteem in counseling psychology.

Methods: Investigation students’ study abroad destination country preferences
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2.2 Methods 2: Open choice questions

Methods: Open choice questionnaire

How likely do you think you would be to visit
this country for study abroad if the University
Countries you would like to visit for study |of Toyama offered the opportunity?

abroad
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3.0 Research objectives

The objectives of the research were set to examine students’ preferences of country for study
abroad. In addition, a closer examination was also carried out on how well or how poorly did these data
correspond to existing ones on Japanese students in general. Although this is not the findings of the
author, a British Council report outlines it comprehensively well. This will be further discussed later in
the paper. Considerations on potential implications of these preferences for university policy were also
dug into. Hence, the proposed answers would be firstly, the education and secondly, the implications

on exchange relationship development.

3.1 The research’s current objectives

The current objectives of the research are firstly to evaluate a small-scale pilot of the questionnaire.
In doing so, the following queries were raised. Firstly, is it giving us the information we want to know?
Secondly, are there any changes that we should make to it? This was then followed by an examination
of preliminary data. As a result, the following questions were presented. One is: What does it tell us
about students’ preferences? Two is: What can we do with this information? This will be discussed fur-

ther in the contents.



3.2 Participants

The participant numbers for the current investigation comprised of twenty-two university students.
The breakdown was such that six of the respondents did the questionnaires in an interview-style, while,
the remaining eighteen were screened in a questionnaire-style. The students’ backgrounds were such
that they were all aspiring and planning with desires to travel abroad. They also came from a variety
of major and fields of study and some had already actually travelled abroad. The author has also
adopted the outlook and results from an online research poll of 2,004 respondent by the British Council,

Japan Abeducation’ and study abroad.

3.3 Data: List of countries
Note that Iraq was named three times and Syria was named once. These figures were added and

incorporated in to the Middle East numbers, which were listed twice.

Data: List of countries

Want to go Count Average
Canada 10 5.9
USA 9 6.1
Australia 9 6.1
UK 6 5.5
China 3 4.7
New Zealand 3 6.7
Don’t want to go Count Average
Middle East* 6 1.0
Africa 3 1.0
China 3 4.3
South Korea 2 2.5
Brazil 2 2.0
USA 2 5.0

* includes named countries

3.4 Data: Selected comments

With regard to the comments on the previous chart, the students wanted to visit the Asian countries
like Taiwan, China and Korea, mainly because they desired to learn the languages of those countries in-
stead of the English language: 4/5: Taiwan, China, Korea. On the contrary, there was some interest re-
maining in the non-Anglophone countries, however, the Anglophone country centered destinations still

dominated the list. As a result, one can say that the students’ comments mirror those of current events.

4.0 Some preliminary thinking about implications

From the investigations, some limited but encouraging interest in non-Anglophone countries was
generated. Now, would this expanding phenomenon be expressing the students’ views or is it part of our
remit? Many faculty members have similarly limited views / perceptions on the issue. Here, we come

face to face with the ‘fuzzy’ term called internationalization within the university, where domestic



matters tend to be prioritized (Tsuruta, 2013). On another note, to what extent should we forge a new
path and to what extent should we seek to meet students’ expectations? These questions pose a lot to

be discussed about compared to just being answered directly.

4.1 Other corresponding findings worth considering 1 British Council’s Case

In comparison, an adoption of a research by Beckie Smith (Nov. 18, 2014) for the British Council,
Japan’s ‘inward-looking-myth, the Japanese students’ comparative figures and contents were well worth
noting. She mentions firstly that the "interest in study abroad among Japanese students is "similar to,
if not more favorable than" that of their US and UK counterparts. The figures out of a total online poll
from 2,004 Japanese student respondents shows that while the Japanese stood at 33%, of which 12 %
had already experienced study abroad, “the UK and US figures stand out at 44% and 37% respectively.
On the contrary, the report argues that language provision, clear employment tracks and financial sup-
port will underpin future recovery of the country’s outbound market.” The author of the report further
emphasizes that “a deeper understanding of the students’ attitudes toward study abroad could help to

“inspire more Japanese students to become globally competitive”.

The report further outlines the preliminary thoughts of the authors here. However, these figures
were not reflected in the study abroad figures, which has been the subject of huge concern in recent
years. The number of Japanese students studying abroad has plummeted from a high 83,000 in 2004 to
just 57,501 in 2011. It has therefore sparked up a number of government-backed initiates including the
Japanese Prime Minister, Shinzo Abe’s ‘Abeducation’ plan that aims to double the number of domestic
students studying overseas by 2020. Nonetheless, the survey also sadly reveals that a lack of awareness
of such initiatives, with the majority of the students surveyed saying that they were unaware of govern-

ment policies to increase out bound student numbers.

4.2 Motivations for study abroad 2 British Council

With regard to motivations for study abroad, naturally a few good ones can be raised. The report
by the British Council also notes that “language plays a key role in deciding whether and where to study
abroad. The opportunity to improve foreign language skills is the biggest motivator for studying abroad,
with 79 % of those who had already studied abroad or were interested in doing so giving it as one of
their top three reasons. At the same time, a lack of language skills was the biggest perceived barrier to
study abroad, raised by 51% of those who were unsure or did not want to study abroad. Among other
motivators to go abroad, survey respondents listed a desire to travel abroad and to launch an interna-

tional career.

5.0 Evaluation of Methods
5.1 Evaluating our methods 1

With regard to evaluation of our methods, the questionnaire seems to be measuring what we want
to measure. However, it needs a Japanese version so as to convey the message clearly across to the re-
spondents. On top of that, it should capture more context regarding Study Abroad and travel abroad ex-

perience.



5.2 Evaluating our methods 2

For the perspective of the students, some commented and mentioned that it captured their feelings.
However, the results should be seen to reflect more quality/contents of education in Japan rather than
an evaluation of student respondents’ views. The good news is evidence for change of views with edu-

cation in the literature (for example, Muller, 2014) has been noted.

6.0 Concluding remarks: Where to next?

Although conclusions could not be drawn, minor improvements to the questionnaire is necessary.
There also remains a need to continue to collect more responses. The University also ought to be aware
of the contents, thus, dissemination of results internally is deemed necessary. There is also a need to
speak with policymakers about potential future directions while also considering options for raising fac-
ulty consciousness. There is also a need to consider options for study abroad program expansion and re-
lation building as we meet student expectations/desires and seek to offer more diverse program options.
Despite the fact that the current examination conducted here did not cover a broad range, the research
questions were well answered by following the British Council’s Survey, which posed progressive in-

sights into what the motivations where and how they could be tackled.

All in all, unsurprisingly, English-speaking destinations were most popular, with the most popular
countries for students who had already studied abroad being the US (18%), Canada (12%), Australia
(12%) and the UK (10%). Therefore, this supports the proposal on the Anglophone centripetal pull.
Meanwhile, what remains to be looked at are the hurdles for going abroad which include cost, named
by 41% of the respondents and safety concerns, which were mentioned by 32%. Language barrier still
remains as the number one perceived barrier. However, according to the British Council report, in-
creased financial support and language learning provisions could be keys to boosting outbound student
mobility. Findings show that 28% of respondents who said they were not interested in study abroad re-
sponded that they might consider if they received a scholarship or financial support, while 17 % said
they might if they were given language training. Thus, a need for preparedness before departure be-

comes a prerequisite.

In addition, “there are also cultural considerations that are unique to students across the globe,”
Anna Esaki-Smith, Editorial Director at Education Intelligence and author of the report, commented.
“However, with this survey we can say that very fundamental considerations, such as inadequate for-
eign language ability, cost and employment, play significant roles when Japanese students consider
overseas study.” With a deeper understanding of what the students see as benefits of study abroad, and
the possible advantages to be gained, the potential to inspire more Japanese students to become globally

competitive through study abroad increases,” Esaki-Smith added.
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