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ABSTRACT

Many Japanese universities have created short-term study abroad programs with the aim of
offering a satisfying study abroad experience to international students. Based on a survey of 131

international students, this paper analyzes these students’ objectives and their relation to student
satisfaction. As the results show, many students regard their experience of living in Japan as

more important than their academic pursuits. Furthermore, for students with prior knowledge of
Japanese, improving language skills tends to result in higher satisfaction, while for students who

do not speak the local language, achieving cross-cultural skills is a major factor for having a

satisfying experience.
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Confronted with declining numbers of domestic students, a growing number of Japanese
universities have made concerted efforts to attract more international students. Due to a
reluctance of traditional faculties to change their domestic focus and integrate international
content into curriculums, however, many of these universities are struggling to become more
international and accommodate foreign students. Against this background, numerous Japanese
universities have placed priority on revamping and enhancing short-term exchange programs as
one way to increase international students (Lassegard, 2016). In addition to Japanese language
classes, most of these programs also offer English-mediated courses in the humanities and social
sciences with a focus on Japanese culture and society. Although there has been some criticism
about English as a medium of instruction, it is seen as necessary for increasing the number of
international students and facilitating partnerships with overseas institutions (Jon & Kim, 2011).
To establish such partnerships, many universities have been making use of faculty connections
and actively seeking student exchange agreements on an inter-university level. Consequently,
competition for such agreements has intensified as more universities attempt to establish overseas
partnerships and recruit international students (Lassegard, 2016).

Surprisingly, however, little research has been conducted on the objectives of
international exchange students for studying in Japan under such partnership agreements.
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Therefore, the aim of this paper is to determine those objectives, particularly what international
students expect to learn and gain during their stay in Japan, and to examine the extent to which
those objectives have been achieved and how they contribute to students’ satisfaction with their
study abroad experience, based on a survey of 131 international students at a private university
in Japan. To provide contextual background, this paper begins with a brief overview of the
Japanese government’s initiatives, which are regarded as important pull factors for attracting
international students to Japan (Aleles, 2015). That is followed by an explanation of the survey
design and methodology, an analysis of the survey results, and a summary and conclusion. We
hope that university administrators and educators will find this information useful when
developing short-term study abroad programs that aim to meet the expectations of international
students and provide them with a satisfying study abroad experience.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Push and pull factors of international student mobility have been well documented in the existing
literature (e.g. Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002, Agarwal et al., 2008, Choudaha & De Wit, 2014, Caruso
& De Wit, 2015). In the Japanese context, Shimauchi (2014) and Aleles (2015) identified the
ability to study in English while living in Japan, availability of financial assistance, affordability
of study programs, and interest in Japanese culture as important pull factors for international
students coming to Japan. Only a few studies, however, have documented what those students
expect to learn and gain during their stay in Japan, and how those objectives are related to their
satisfaction with the study abroad experience. For example, Tamaoka et al. (2003) found that
international students were less satisfied with their study abroad experience when their objectives
of learning in Japan did not match the curriculum provided by the Japanese university. This is in
line with the later findings of a study by Asare-Nuamah (2017), which observed the impact of
course content on student satisfaction, and by Perez-Encinas et al. (2018), which revealed the
importance of a valuable university experience and competent teaching for international students.
These studies point to the benefits of developing internationalized curricula and well-organized
courses to meet the needs of international students. Nevertheless, none of these studies provided
details of students’ study objectives when studying abroad and the development of respective
courses and curricula. In a more detailed study, Sato (2011) analyzed factors that explain a
positive program evaluation among international exchange students in Japan and found that the
quality of Japanese language classes is crucial for European and Australian students, while
activities such as field trips matter most to students from North America. Although these studies
explain several factors underlying students’ satisfaction with their study abroad experience in
Japan, more research is needed on the objectives of international students in study abroad
programs in order to develop courses and curricula that meet their expectations. By identifying
these objectives and analyzing the factors that contribute to making the study abroad experience
more satisfying for international students in Japan, this paper attempts to fill this gap in the
literature.

The Japanese Government’s Initiatives for Attracting International Students

In Japan, the national government has played an important role in driving the internationalization
of higher education institutes (Takagi, 2016; Yonezawa, 2011,). In fact, the Japanese government
has launched several initiatives over the last decades to raise the number of international students,
foreign nationals who study at a Japanese university, graduate school, college, or Japanese
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language school on a ‘college student’ visa. Among these initiatives, the 300,000 International
Students Plan was implemented in 2008 with the goal of reaching 300,000 international students
by the year 2020 as part of a global strategy to open up Japan to the rest of the world and expand
flows of people, goods, money and information between Japan and other regions (MEXT, 2008).
Together with this plan, the Global 30 project was launched in 2009 as a five-year funding project
for internationalizing 30 designated core universities. Although only 13 universities were finally
chosen (seven public and six private), these schools have been increasing the number of degree
programs offered in English, and participating in promotional events and public relations
activities outside Japan in an effort to attract potential overseas students. The initiatives under the
Global 30 project have proved to be relatively effective, as the number of international students
at the core universities increased every year, growing by more than 40% during a five-year period
(Hennings & Mintz, 2015). With the end of the Global 30 project in 2014, the government
launched the Top Global University Project, a 10-year funding project for selected universities
that aim to either enter the top 100 universities in world rankings or become front runners of
internationalization in Japan. Universities funded by the program are required to increase lectures
in English and improve the ratios of foreign faculty and students (MEXT, 2014). Accordingly,
the program is likely to contribute to the growing numbers of international students in Japan,
although the government’s target of 300,000 international students by 2020 is unlikely to be
achieved, as only about 170,000 were studying in Japan at higher education institutes in 2016
(Jasso, 2017).

While the rising number of international students has helped increase Japan’s access to
global human capital, international students have not brought substantial financial benefits to
universities. As Lassegard (2016) points out, most students from developing countries in Asia,
who are the majority of international students admitted to Japanese universities, find it very
difficult to live and study in Japan without support from the Japanese government or their
universities, and in some cases 95% of international students pay no tuition or fees to their
university. Nevertheless, the presence of international students and related programs also attracts
Japanese students who want to receive a more international education, thereby helping cover the
financial burden of hosting the international students. Furthermore, partnerships with universities
outside Japan create opportunities for domestic students to study abroad, which has emerged as
a serious issue amid a growing-inward looking tendency of Japanese youth. To combat this
tendency, the government has established several funding projects for the purpose of sending
more Japanese students abroad and fostering human resources that can take on challenges in
global settings, in an effort to bolster Japan’s global competitiveness and enhance its ties with
other countries (MEXT, 2012). Consequently, Japanese universities have been forming more
overseas university partnerships through formal student exchange agreements. This has helped
qualitatively enhance short-term study abroad programs aimed at attracting international students
from partner universities, especially from those in English-speaking countries, a major study
destination for Japanese students. Although students subject to exchange agreements are not
required to pay tuition and fees for such programs, Japanese universities benefit from the
opportunities to send more Japanese students abroad. In this context, the university selected for
the survey in this paper has declared the goal of having the highest annual number of students
sent abroad to study under partnership agreements among all universities in Japan. To achieve
that goal, it will be even more important for its short-term study abroad programs to meet the
expectations of students coming from partner universities, since increasing their numbers will
also lead to more opportunities for Japanese students to study abroad.
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RESEARCH METHOD

To identify the objectives of international students, we conducted a survey at a private university
in the Kansai region, which has been selected as a leading university under the Top Global
University Project. The school has implemented a short-term study abroad program called the
Contemporary Japan Program to attract students from partner universities to study in Japan for
one or two semesters. The program was specially designed for incoming exchange students from
anetwork of over 140 partner universities in 36 countries around the world. The majority of these
students comes from Europe (36.7%), followed by East/Southeast Asia (28.1%), North America
(27.3)% and Australia/New Zealand (7%), studying in a huge variety of study programs mainly
in humanities, social science and business administration.

Exchange students are offered a choice between two study tracks: the Japanese Language
Track for students with prior knowledge of Japanese, which focuses on Japanese language
education and includes elective classes on Japanese culture and society; and the Modern Japan
Track for students without any prior knowledge of Japanese, which offers classes on
contemporary Japan taught in English and elective Japanese language classes. The students can
also select other courses on contemporary Japan covering a variety of topics, such as politics,
economics, and pop culture, and can choose from a wide selection of other English-mediated
courses offered by the university.

To assess whether this short-term study abroad program meets the expectations of
international students and provides them with a satisfying study abroad experience, we conducted
a survey targeting 165 international students enrolled in the program. Among the 165 students
targeted, 131 returned their questionnaires, of which 36 were enrolled in the Modern Japan Track
and 95 in the Japanese Language Track, roughly corresponding to the ratio of total enrollment in
each track.

Students were asked in the questionnaire to rank 11 given objectives for studying in Japan
using Radio Button Grid questions. The button grid included questions on academic objectives,
such as acquiring Japanese language skills and learning an academic discipline, and non-
academic objectives, such as gaining the experience of living in Japan and meeting new people
and friends. The students could also write down additional study objectives besides the ones
listed, but only six students made use of this option. Among them, two students named “traveling
in Japan” as an objective, while the other four added “live in Asia,” “a photography project,”
“Japanese food” and “be international,” respectively, as other study objectives. Therefore, we
believe that the 11 objectives listed in the questionnaire covered the vast majority of objectives
pursued by the international students.

Respondents were asked to mark how important those objectives are to them as study
objectives in Japan on a scale from one to four, with one representing “not at all important” and
four “very important.” For the analysis, an objective was considered as important if it was
selected as either the highest (four) or second highest (three) rating in the scale. Next, we asked
students to evaluate the degree to which they had achieved the objectives during their time in the
program on a scale of one to four, with one representing “not at all” and four “completely
achieved.” For the analysis, an objective was considered to have been achieved if it was selected
as either the highest (four) or second highest (three) rating in the scale. Finally, students were
asked to assess which classes and activities offered in the Contemporary Japan Program helped
them achieve these objectives, and how satisfied they were with their study abroad experience
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on a scale from one to four, with one representing ‘“not at all satisfied” and four “very much
satisfied.”

Based on the survey results, we first analyzed how important the study objectives were
for students studying in Japan and to what degree the objectives were achieved. To assess whether
an important study objective was achieved to a high degree, we conducted a Wilcoxon signed-
rank test and compared the medians between the variables importance of study objectives and
achievement of study objectives. The calculated p-values show whether an important study
objective had been significantly achieved, with a p-value below 0.05 indicating that the objective
had not been achieved. The calculated r-values show the difference between importance and
achievement, with a higher negative r-value indicating a stronger difference between importance
and achievement. Secondly, we examined how the level of achievement influenced students’
satisfaction with their study abroad experience by analyzing the correlations between the
variables achievement of study objectives and satisfaction with the study abroad experience,
using the Kendall-tau correlation coefficient. Since results were expected to differ significantly
between students in the Japanese Language Track (JLT) and Modern Japan Track (MJT), we
separated the results by track. Although the findings are limited to the observed university
program, we believe that our study will be useful as a bench mark for other universities who have
similar short-term study abroad programs to attract international students.

RESULTS

Objectives of International Students Enrolled in Study Abroad Programs

Table 1 shows the 11 study objectives and the percentage of students who regarded them as
important. Among the MJT students, 97% regarded the “experience of living in Japan” as
important, and 94% considered “understanding Japanese society and culture” to be important.
Among the JLT students, these two objectives were considered to be important by 92% and 90%,
respectively. The objective considered as important by the most JLT students was “Japanese
language skills,” which was regarded as important by only about half of the students in the MJT
group. Given the different focus of each track, it is understandable that most students with prior
knowledge of Japanese would evaluate improving their language skills as important, whereas
most students with no or very little Japanese language ability would want to experience Japan
and understand its culture and society. Meanwhile, “cross-cultural skills” and “meeting new
people and making friends” were regarded as important by 86% and 83% of the MJT students,”
respectively, whereas 86% of JLT students chose “communication skills” as important, reflecting
the importance they placed on studying the local language.

At the same time, far fewer students in both tracks selected the study objectives of
“understanding your academic discipline” and “understanding Asian society and culture” as
important, indicating the priority they gave to experiencing life in Japan over simply studying an
academic subject, and their desire to learn about Japan rather than other countries in Asia.
Moreover, comparatively fewer students considered ‘“problem-solving skills” and ‘“career
development and future employability” as important objectives for studying in Japan, whereas
high percentages of the students gave importance to “personal development,” which includes
self-awareness and self-confidence. In other words, many of the students did not expect to
enhance their career opportunities or problem-solving skills in Japan but expected to develop
personally during their stay abroad.
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Table 1: Percentages of International Students Rating Study Objectives as Important

Percentage £
o of MIT Percentage o

Study objectives (N=131 Total) JLT students
students (N=95)
(N=36)

1. Japanese language skills 56% 95%

2. Understanding your academic discipline 50% 63%

3. Understanding Japanese society and culture 94% 90%

4. Understanding Asian society and culture 67% 58%

5. Experience of living in Japan 97% 92%

6. Career development & future employability 61% 58%

7. Personal development (e.g. self-confidence) 81% 81%

8. Cross-cultural skills 86% 80%

9. Problem-solving skills 53% 65%

10. Communication skills 80% 86%

11. Meeting new people and making friends 83% 79%

Note. MJT = Modern Japan Track, JLT = Japanese Language Track
Achievement of the Study Objectives

Tables 2 and 3 show the degree to which the students had achieved the 11 study objectives during
their time in the program. Beginning with the MJT students, 92% answered that the objective of
“experience of living in Japan” was achieved. Accordingly, the calculated p-value of 0.218 shows
no significant statistic difference between the level of importance and the level of achievement,
meaning that students who answered that the experience of living in Japan is an important study
objective were also highly likely to have also achieved it. This result is also in line with the r-
value of -0.205, which indicates only a weak negative correlation between the percentage of
students who regarded the objective as important (97%) and the percentage who achieved it
(92%). Moreover, no significant statistical differences between the level of importance and
achievement were found for the objectives of “understanding Japanese society and culture,”
“cross-cultural skills” and “meeting new people and making friends,” indicating that those
objectives had been achieved.

Although the four most commonly pursued study objectives could be achieved by a high
percentage of the MIT students, the objectives of “personal development,” “communication
skills,” “Japanese language skills” and “career development and future employability” were not
achieved to the same degree. In fact, the respective p-values show strong statistical differences
between the level of importance and level of achievement, and negative r-values are higher for
those objectives. This demonstrates that a considerable portion of the students who regarded
those study objectives as important could not achieve them at a high level.

Among all of the study objectives, the lowest p-value and highest negative effect size
was for the objective of gaining Japanese language skills. Given the fact that just over half of the
MJT students consider Japanese language skills as important, however, the difference between
importance and achievement is not as relevant in comparison with the JLT students. As shown
in Table 3, 95% of JLT students regarded this objective as important and 74% stated they
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achieved it, resulting in a p-value of 0.000 and an effect size of -0.681. This demonstrates that a
considerable portion of students who considered Japanese language skills as important could not
sufficiently gain these skills.

Table 2: Percentages of Modern Japan Track Students Who Achieved Study
Objectives (/V=36)

Study objectives ranked by importance Students Students Wilcoxon signed-
stating who rank test results
importance of  achieved  p-value I-
objective objective value
1. Experience of living in Japan 97% 92% 0.218 -0.205
2. Understanding Japanese society and 949% 92% 0.073 20299
culture
3. Cross-cultural skills 86% 81% 0.110 -0.266
4.'Meet1ng new people and making 3% 80% 0.282 20.179
friends
5. Personal development (e.g. self- R1% 69% 0.006 10.456
confidence)
6. Communication skills 80% 67% 0.035 -0.351
7. Understanding Asian society and 67% 69% 0311 L0.168
culture
8. Career §l§velopment and future 61% 39% 0.008 10,445
employability
9. Japanese language skills 56% 39% 0.005 -0.466
10. Problem-solving skills 53% 53% 0.695 -0.065
1}. Understandmg your academic 50% 40% 0320 -0.165
discipline

Among the JLT students, the differences were much smaller for the study objectives of
“experience of living in Japan,” “understanding Japanese society and culture” and
“communication skills.” A high percentage of the students considered these study objectives as
important and successfully achieved them. In contrast, results of the Wilcoxon signed-rank test
show significant differences between the objectives of “understanding Japanese society and
culture” and “communication skills,” with p-values of 0.016 and 0.002, respectively. This reflects
the fact that most JLT students selected the highest rank in the scale of importance but only the
second highest rank in the scale of achievement, suggesting that their achievements fell short of
the significance they gave to the respective objectives. This is particularly apparent for the
objective of “communication skills,” for which the r-value was -0.319, similar to the figure for
the same objective in the MJT group. Given the low level of achievement for “Japanese language
skills,” it is also understandable that “communication skills” could not be achieved to the
expected levels by students in both groups.

To assess which classes and activities offered in the Contemporary Japan Program had
an influence on these results, we asked students in each track whether certain classes and
activities were helpful for achieving their study objectives, as shown in Figure 1. While the
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majority of MJT students selected residential life (e.g. providing housing opportunities, arranging
home stays) and Japan studies classes as helpful, most JLT students regarded Japanese Language
classes and the Nihongo Partner buddy program as helpful for achieving their objectives.

Table 3: Percentages of Japanese Language Track Students Who Achieved
Study Objectives (IV =95)

Students Students  Wilcoxon signed-
.. . tati h k test It
Study objectives ranked by importance | Sahng who ranictest resuits
importance of  achieved

p-value r-value

objective objective
1. Japanese language skills 95% 74% 0.000 -0.681
2. Experience of living in Japan 92% 94% 0.509 -0.068
3. Understanding Japanese society and 90% 7% 0.016 -0.248
culture
4. Communication skills 86% 81% 0.002 -0.319
5. Personal development (e.g. self- 1% 759 0.001 0.326
confidence)
6. Cross-cultural skills 80% 79% 0.112 -0.163
7.'Meet1ng new people and making 799, 0% 0.782 ~0.028
friends
8. Problem-solving skills 65% 58% 0.091 -0.173
9: U.nd.erstandlng your academic 63% 459 0.000 0,364
discipline
10. Career. Qevelopment and future 58% 329 0.000 -0.508
employability
11. Understanding Asian society and 589 549, 0.352 -0.096
culture

Japanese Language Classes
Japan Studies Classes

Other Academic Classes
Residential Life (Domitory, etc.)
Club and Circle Activities

GS Network MIT
Volunteering/Intemship Opportunities

Intemational Events

Nihongo Partner Program

0 20 40 60 80 100

Figure 1: Classes and Activities that Helped Students Achieve Their Study Objectives (Percentage of Students Who
Answered Very Helpful or Helpful, N=131)
Note. JLT = Japanese Language Track, MJT = Modern Japan Track

1921



Journal of International Students

These results suggest that the reason for not achieving Japanese language and communication
skills to the degree expected was not due to a lack of classes or poor quality of the classes. We
could surmise, therefore, that the low achievement of Japanese skills stemmed from the
challenges of mastering such a difficult language in the given time. We assume that this is also a
reason why students in both tracks did not achieve the objective of “personal development” to
such a high degree, since limited language skills would make it harder for them to successfully
deal with a foreign environment. In this context, students at the university benefited from
extracurricular activities such as the Nihongo Partner buddy program and the GS Network, which
is a group of Japanese students who help international students with everyday life and organize
various intercultural events.

Satisfaction with the Study Abroad Experience

In total, the majority of students surveyed indicated a satisfying study abroad experience during
their time in Japan. Among MJT students, 52.8% answered they were “very satisfied” and 41.7%
selected “mostly satisfied,” meaning over 94% were satisfied overall with their study abroad
experience. In comparison, the JLT students were slightly less satisfied, with 54.7% selecting
“very satisfied” and 34.7% choosing “mostly satisfied,” for a combined total of 89.4%. Table 4
shows which of the 11 study objectives had the biggest effect on the students’ satisfaction with
their study abroad experience in Japan.

Table 4: Correlation between Achievement of Study Objectives and Satisfaction with the
Study Abroad Experience in Japan (/V=131)

Satisfaction Satisfaction

with study with study
Achievement of objectives by most significant abroad abroad
correlation experience MJT experience JLT

students (N=36) students

(N=95)

Japanese language skills 0.454%* 0.544%*
Understanding your academic discipline -0.037 0.034
Understanding Japanese society and culture 0.353%* 0.311%*
Understanding Asian society and culture 0.145 0.116
Experience of living in Japan 0.463%** 0.339%*
Career development and future employability 0.354* 0.184*
Personal development (e.g. self-confidence) 0.388%* 0.287**
Cross-cultural skills 0.364* 0.146
Problem-solving skills 0.400%** 0.090
Communication skills 0.422%%* 0.288**
Meeting new people and making friends 0.401** 0.388**

Note. ** = p-value significant at the 0.01 level; * = p-value significant at the 0.05 level, MJT =
Modern Japan Track, JLT = Japanese Language Track

1922



Journal of International Students

Most strongly correlated with satisfaction for both groups of students was the study objective of
“Japanese language skills”, with results of 0.454 for MJT and 0.544 for JLT students. This
indicates that the more students improve their Japanese ability, the more satisfied they become
with their study abroad experience. This is particularly interesting in the case of the MJT group.
While almost all JLT students regarded Japanese language skills as an important study objective,
only about half of the students in the MJT group considered that objective as important.
Nevertheless, acquiring Japanese language skills has a substantial influence on the overall
satisfaction of the MJT students with their study abroad experience. This was also the case for
the objectives, “understanding Japanese society and culture,” “experience of living in Japan,”
and “meeting new people and making friends,” for which correlations exceeded 0.3 for both
groups. No significant correlations were found with respect to the objectives of “understanding
Asian society and culture” and “understanding your academic discipline,” indicating that students
in both groups came to Japan mainly for the purpose of living in the country rather than studying
their discipline or learning about Asia in general. Consequently, achieving these objectives has
no influence on students’ satisfaction.

Overall, significant correlations between the achievement of study objectives and
satisfaction with the study abroad experience were more frequent and stronger in the MJT group.
While JLT students were mostly satisfied upon achieving Japanese language skills, the
achievement of communication and cross-cultural skills was a major factor for the satisfaction of
MIJT students. Given the fact that the MJT students focus on English-mediated classes about
contemporary Japan and not on language education, it is understandable that they would be
motivated to achieve those skills in order to overcome the language barrier they experience in
their everyday life in Japan. In a survey conducted among international students without Japanese
language proficiency, Hiratsuka (2016) found that such students even face obstacles in accessing
all of the resources provided by their university due to a lack of Japanese language skills.
According to our survey results, satisfaction among MJT students was substantially influenced
by the achievement of communication skills and cross-cultural skills, with correlations of 0.422
and 0.364, respectively. In contrast, among JLT students, who already had some degree of
Japanese language proficiency, satisfaction was weakly related to achieving communication
skills and unrelated to gaining cross-cultural skills. These results show that it is important to
differentiate between international students with and without Japanese language proficiency
when developing programs that aim to provide a satisfying study abroad experience.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Regardless of academic background, the reasons why students go to Japan to study include
experiencing life in Japan, understanding its society and culture, learning the language, and
meeting new people and making friends. Accordingly, programs designed for international
students should focus on these needs and provide students with opportunities for deeply
experiencing Japan, including classes on Japanese language, society and culture. As pointed out
by Tamaoka et al. (2003), curriculum provided by Japanese universities must match the students’
purposes of learning. In this regard, our survey results suggest that the observed Contemporary
Japan Program provides a suitable curriculum for international students, and may serve as a
benchmark for other universities with similar short-term study abroad programs. It is important,
however, that such programs pay close attention to the difference between students who have or
do not have Japanese language skills. As our correlation analysis has shown, achieving cross-
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cultural and communication skills was a major factor for having a satisfying study abroad
experience among students who lacked Japanese language proficiency. Accordingly, universities
should offer comprehensive Japanese language classes to all international students in addition to
promoting non-academic activities that meet their expectations. As argued by Sato (2011), the
quality of Japanese language classes and participation in activities such as field trips are of great
importance for international students in Japan. Therefore, such students should be given
opportunities to participate in non-academic programs in order to experience life in Japan and
interact with local students and citizens. Survey results for both groups of students have shown
that there is a considerable gap between importance and achievement when it comes to Japanese
language and communication skills. Thus, exposure to community life is crucial for reducing this
gap and helping students improve their cross-cultural skills. In addition, this exposure can also
benefit their personal development by fostering the self-confidence that comes with successfully
mastering a foreign environment. In essence, short-term study abroad programs that aim to meet
students’ expectations should address their different study objectives and offer a combination of
academic and non-academic activities that cater to the needs of the international student body.
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