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Tokyo University and Japan’s Future

Recently, Tokyo University announced that in five
years it would change the beginning of its school
year to September to be more in step with the
international norm. Japan is truly at a crossroads
and this is one more clear sign that it is high time
to deeply remake, remodel and rebuild from the
ground up. What worked in the 20® Century is
hardly working now—and in fact, is holding us
back. The more we procrastinate, the deeper the
hole we dig for ourselves.

Todai, like Japan in general, has over the past
years lost international standing. Moreover, fewer
and fewer foreign students come, and fewer and
fewer Japanese students study abroad. Todai has
chosen to face this problem squarely and make a
proposal which conservatives might think to be
rash and disruptive to the society they know and
love. If a university as influential as Todai indeed
goes through with this, we can expect that many

other prestigious institutions will follow. The
ripples would flow through the academic
community until pressure would build for all
schools from kindergarten to graduate school to
follow suit.

“Japan is truly at a crossroads...”

Japan is being left behind internationally, not only
in academia, but in business and politics. The
world’s attention has turned to the other major
Asian players. In light of this, for Japan to
nostalgically turn inward and remove itself further
from the outside world would be the worst choice
possible. Japan’s economy is in shambles; its
government’s deficit the largest in the developed
world. Until now many businesses have depended
on the domestic market to survive. This is no
longer tenable. The domestic market is shrinking
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and can no longer support Japan’s future. Japan
must be an international player.

Like T6dai, we have no alternative but to make
painful choices and proactively open up to the
world. This is a crisis, and crisis demands drastic
change. Japan must energetically enter the
international arena—particularly its marketplaces.
To succeed abroad will demand experience,
profound understanding of unfamiliar foreign
cultures, and superior communication skills. Of
course, without foreign language fluency it will be
impossible.

Be it business, politics, education, science or
engineering, the English ability of our younger
generations will make or break Japan. It’s time to
think of English as not simply a nice skill to have,
but as an absolutely essential requirement for
Japan’s future success. For the future leaders of
Japan, not speaking fluent English will doom their
country to “has been” irrelevance.?
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