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[ABSTRACT]

Challenges to Academic Degree System
in the Mobile and Knowledge-Centered Society

KANEKO Motohisa*

The institution of academic degrees is deeply rooted in the modern State. In order to function as a
link between the education system and the labor market, it presumes certain social structure as a certain
pattern of individual behavior. For example, individuals are assumed to follow the sequences that lead
one from lower to upper levels of education, and then to employment. Each school has a well-defined
curricular, that foster not only specific skills but also more basic academic competences to support
specific skills. Furthermore, the academic degree system remains stable over an extended period, and the
members of the society generally recognize what those degrees imply.

Such conditions, however, are becomimg less tenable with the current social and economic trends,
and also with the changes in individual behavior. Increasingly, individuals paths deviate from the
standard sequences. New breeds of higher education institutions under strong market influences tend to
create degrees closely targetted to the demands of the labor market. Academic degrees tend to be
fragmented. The degree system becomes less universal and less stable over time.

Such changes have been observed in the United States in the 1980’s and 1990’s. College students
tend to “stop-out” after entering university. Many will return to higher education by selecting other
institutions than the original one. At the graduate level, there are increasing numbers of “certificate”
courses with substantial variety. For-profit and corporate universities offer programs organized on the
ground of market demands.

Through these changes, the ground on which the modern academic degrees are based are being
instabilized. Some may argue that the declining importance of the institution of academic degrees only
signifies the need for freer implementation of market mechanism. There should, however, be significant
loss of efficiency when the market lost a level of institutional framework. The system of academic

degrees are faced with unprecedented challenges.

*  Professor, Center for Research and Development of Higher Education, The University of Tokyo
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