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On April 1, 2010, the National Center for University Entrance Examinations (NCUEE –大学
入試センター, DNC) created a special unit to investigate the admission procedures of 
universities in Japan. The unit is called the Organization of the Study for College 
Admissions (入学者選抜研究機構). The small unit of just a dozen people, along with the 
Asahi Shimbun, organized a symposium on June 19th at Tokyo Big Sight from 13:00 to 
17:30 with five distinguished speakers: Amy Schmidt (ETS General Manager for the 
College Board, SAT, GRE, etc.) Teiichi Sato (International University of Health and 
Welfare), Ikuo Amano (Tokyo University), Katsuhiro Arai (NCUEE), and the master of 
ceremony and panel member was Yoshiro Tanaka (J.F. Oberlin University). The 
symposium was called これからの大学入学者選抜の意味を問い直す (Re-questioning the 
Meaning of University Admission). All speakers spoke eloquently and often bravely 
criticized the status quo of admission procedures in Japan and suggested changes. 

Amy Schmidt presented a short history 
of the testing profession in the US and 
how it changed and developed over 
time. One fascinating shift back and 
forth throughout the last century was 
the focus at times on achievement and 
at certain times on aptitude. While 
achievement is more about testing a set 
curriculum that has been taught, 
aptitude is more about looking at 

students’ potential by measuring their 
reasoning skills and critical reading.  

She also noted how the College Board 
started in 1900 as a non-governmental 
and non-profit group of concerned 
educators about coordinating entrance 
admissions to universities. They in turn 
created ETS (Educational Testing 
Service) in 1940 to create standardized 
tests. Today ETS has over 3000 
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employees, and together with Prometric 
organizes standardized testing 
worldwide for tests like TOEIC and 
TOEFL, and in the US mainly SAT and 
GRE. 

Schmidt also showed data that the 
number one criteria for entrance into 
universities in the US are not exams but 
students enrollment in college 
preparatory classes in high school, 
called advanced placement (AP) classes. 
Second is the strength of the high school 
curriculum that students follow, as seen 
on their transcripts. And only third is 
admission test scores. What she did not 
highlight was that there are specialists 
in US university admissions offices who 
are professionally trained in evaluating 
all these criteria. In Japan, such staff do 
not exist, and professors are expected 
to know how to evaluate these things 
when in fact they do not. This leads 
usually to an overemphasis on test 
scores and ignoring all the other paper 
work that students and high school 
teachers send to universities. Amano 
concurred that many Japanese 
universities are peculiar in their 
admission policies and, unlike in other 
countries, rely heavily on the entrance 
examination, rather than high school 
records or extra-curricular activities like 
sports, and other achievements. We 
have seen many people unfamiliar with 
our system surprised to find that 
admission is often only based on the 
multiple choice test results, without 
regard to other factors. And most 
Japanese high school students seem to 
have no complaints, because, they say, 
the system is “fair” (later, however, Arai 
pointed out that about half of current 
university students do not take the 
traditional type of entrance 
examination. They get into university 
through a special kind of test usually not 
based on subjects called AO nyushi, or a 
recommendation by high school called 
suisen).

Professor Sato talked mostly about the 
variety of university admission 
procedures among OECD countries in 
Europe and how they allowed many 
students to go to universities, but that 
many left university because of the hard 
work it entailed. He also stressed how 
Japanese universities have been over-
dependent on exam scores, suggesting 
that they might forego making their own 
entrance exams in the future, and just 
use the center test combined with 
qualitative portfolios from applicants 
and an interview. 

Sato pointed out that the rate of high 
school students going to university in 
Japan is relatively low (54%) compared 
with those in other OECD countries. 
Although he expects this figure to rise in 
the future, there are other factors to be 
considered. Unlike European countries, 
where most universities are public, the 
majority of Japanese university students 
attend private universities. Thus, due to 
costs, not all the young people can 
afford to go on to university. Even in the 
US, about 70% of university students go 
to public universities, which cost less. 
The cost is one of the major concerns 
people have when thinking of going to 
college or sending their children to 
college.

Professor Amano, a pedagogy specialist 
from Tokyo University, was probably the 
most vocal in criticizing the bad effects 
of entrance exams and proposing that 
we need to bridge the gap from HS 
education to university education with 
more connectivity and have more of a 
process of admissions than simply an 
exam. He mentioned that we might 
even encourage companies to stop hiring 
from simply one or two school as this 
makes parents and students fanatical 
toward certain schools, and that the use 
of the out-dated ole boys network was 
harmful to education. 

Professor Arai reiterated several things 
that Amano said, emphasizing that we 
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need to learn from past tests and also 
make our present university system 
more flexible. Guaranteeing mobility 
and diversity was what he hoped 
universities would offer in the future. 
Students in the west find it easy to 
study abroad and to transfer from one 
university to another. They also often 
have a very diverse student body. Arai 
said this mobility to change from one 
university to another easily and to enjoy 
more diversity are lacking in Japan. He 
also noted that this change could not 
just come from the top, but that 
stakeholders needed to claim ownership 
of their educational system and be more 
active in demanding changes. 

The final panel discussion was animated 
by the Asahi Shimbun’s Kojiro Yamagami. 
Schmidt answered a few questions in the 
panel discussion asserting humbly that 
the US system was far from perfect and 
was often criticized. This criticism is 
healthy in that it promotes professional 
investigation and research to validate 
what they do and responses to user 
concerns. She also suggested that Japan 
start its own College Board to 
standardize university entrance. Amano 
noted that ETS’s 3000 employees 
showed how professionally the US 
approached the task of educational 
testing when compared to the dozen 
staff in their unit (or even the meager 
99 full time workers in the NCUEE/DNC). 
He also articulated how the decision-
making body of admissions policies 
under the government has so far been 
running an “opinion-race” rather than 
evidence-based discussion. He said, 
“The US has the most advanced 

educational testing and we have a lot to 
learn from them.” 

Amano said there are very few 
researchers who specialize in 
educational testing in Japan. Thus, we 
don’t have enough data. He suggested 
that we should start to do research in 
the first place. In our opinion, the 
institutions that have the largest 
amount of data on entrance exams at 
present are the jukus. Researchers 
interested in analyzing entrance 
examinations and teachers interested in 
improving education in Japan may want 
to cooperate with these schools. We 
know for a fact that several juku chains 
not only analyze entrance examinations 
and provide practice tests called moshi, 
but they have also been making real 
entrance examinations for a number of 
universities. They have a lot of 
resources that we may be able to share. 

All three of the writers of this review 
were surprised at the symposium, while 
still wondering what exactly was the 
tipping point that got the NCUEE to 
create such a unit. Changing 
universities’ entrance exam habits into 
educational processes that better link 
high schools with universities and 
provide more mobility and diversity for 
students are all positive developments 
that we think will improve the 
educational environment in the future. 
Perhaps June 19 will go down as an 
important date in the development of 
Japanese education – the day five top 
researchers asked for a paradigm shift in 
university admissions – let it be known 
as the 619 paradigm shift. 

<Useful Links>
Re-questioning the Meaning of University Admission, これからの大学入学者選抜の意味を
問い直す (Japanese only, presenters’ bios available)
http://www.asahi.com/edu/sympo2010/

National Center for University Entrance Examination, 大学入試センター (Japanese only)  
http://www.dnc.ac.jp/

Organization of the Study for College Admissions, 入学者選抜研究機構 (Japanese only) 
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http://www.asahi.com/edu/sympo2010/
http://www.asahi.com/edu/sympo2010/
http://www.dnc.ac.jp/
http://www.dnc.ac.jp/


http://www.dnc.ac.jp/modules/research/content0011.html

Asahi Shimbun, 朝日新聞 (English available) 
http://www.asahi.com/

ETS (Educational Testing Service)
http://www.ets.org/

Thanks to Joe Fallot and Gary Ockey and the PeerSpectives readers for comments on 
earlier drafts.
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