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Abstract

Despite global trends in quality assurance emphasizing degree-specific learning outcomes, Japa-
nese higher education has yet to develop an effective evaluation system at the degree-program
level. Recent Japanese educational policies strongly suggest the need for ensuring program-level
learning outcomes and corresponding evaluation systems. As such, this paper explores how to
establish sound program evaluation processes in Japanese higher education by identifying an in-
ternational example and examining its essential components. Firstly, this paper analyzes recent
policy trends with survey results related to quality assurance systems in Japanese higher educa-
tion. It explores the development and implementation of program-level evaluation practices, in-
ternal quality enhancement processes and external quality assurance mechanisms. Secondly, it
will refer to the quality assurance systems adopted by higher education in the United Kingdom
and discuss its key elements. The parallels between the recent reforms and the policies imple-
mented by the United Kingdom suggest potential comparative value that could be a useful refer-
ence for the enhancement of the Japanese system. This transnational analysis will also elucidate
the benefits and challenges of articulating program-level internal and external quality assurance
frameworks. Lastly, this paper draws on the specific case of England to illustrate how a program
evaluation framework could further the enhancement efforts of the Japanese system.
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1 Introduction

In recent years, Japanese higher education has paid increasing attention to the practices of and
interrelationship between internal and external quality assurance. Internal quality assurance refers
to a set of “policies and practices whereby academic institutions themselves monitor and improve
the quality of their education provision,” while external quality assurance “refers to supra-insti-
tutional policies and practices whereby the quality of higher education institutions and programs
are assured” [1]. In line with global trends, creating a meaningful link and closer coordination
between internal and external quality assurance has become an important issue in Japan. Suc-
cessful coordination between internal and external quality assurance systems has significant im-
plications for quality enhancement [2]. Particularly at the level of the academic program —with
its inevitable prioritization of teaching and learning quality—higher education systems around
the world have found it necessary to differentiate between, but also closely align with, the inter-
related domains of internal quality practice and external quality assessment. This trend has been
further strengthened in Japanese universities as program-level quality has been emphasized in
recent years. Expanding on our previous discussions related to issues of program evaluation in
Japan [3], this paper focuses on the importance of establishing sound program evaluation systems
in Japanese higher education. This paper will thus draw upon the comparative example of the
UK quality assurance systems, specifically the crucial role played by the Quality Code, as one
example of how program level quality assurance can function in practice.

2 Overview of Quality Assurance in Japanese Higher Education

2.1 Educational Policies and New Demands of Japanese Quality Assurance

Program-level quality assurance has been greatly emphasized in recent Japanese higher educa-
tional policies. In 2017, for example, an amendment to the Implementation Regulations for the
Basic Act on Education was enacted. The amendment mandated that Japanese universities devise
and publicize their so-called “Three Policies.” These include 1) a “Diploma Policy”, which spec-
ifies the learning outcomes of a program, 2) a “Curriculum Policy", which indicates the educa-
tional content and methods of a program, and 3) an “Admissions Policy”, which refers to the
admissions criteria and student preparation required by a program. In the previous year, the Uni-
versity Education Group in the Central Council for Education's Subdivision on Universities re-
leased guidelines for establishing and managing the three policies. The guidelines clarified that
these policies should be utilized as organizing frameworks to articulate basic internal quality as-
surance principles [4]. Furthermore, the Central Council for Education released the “Grand De-
sign for Higher Education 2040” in 2018, reiterating the need to strengthen quality assurance
based on the three policies [5]. Therefore, there has been a clear trend towards expanding pro-
gram-level quality assurance systems in Japan.

Japan’s new approach towards quality further accelerated when the government advisory panel,
the Central Council for Education's Subdivision on Universities published its "Guidelines for the
Management of Teaching and Learmning" in January 2020. This document described the specific
structures of internal quality assurance at the institutional, degree program, and course levels.
(Refer to Figure 1.)
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Figure 1: The Three Levels of Teaching & Learning Management (Excerpt from Ozeki et al. [3])

It required higher education institutions (HEISs) to evaluate and improve teaching and learning at
these three levels based on expanded student learning outcomes data that institutions were also
expected to start collecting [6]. The guidelines further asked HEIs to monitor and review pro-
grams based on the Three Policies --specifically the “Diploma Policy” and “Curriculum Policy”
-- mentioned above. More broadly, the guidelines stipulated that higher education learning must
be well-defined and based on the educational aims of all three levels: be it at the highest level of
institutional mission and vision, the intermediate level of program learning outcomes, and/or at
the classroom-level of individual course learning goals. As a result, Japanese universities have
been under increasing pressure to evaluate the appropriateness and amount of their students’
learning. They must verify the curricular quality of their education programs through evidence-
based and quantitative means. In practical terms, the new demands of external quality have also
meant that HEIs develop effective internal procedures to enhance the learning of students. How-
ever, it can be difficult to simultaneously reconcile sincere, independent efforts at internal
enhancement with high-stakes, broadly publicized outcomes of external audits of quality. As
an international study has noted [2], external evaluation, if not carefully developed and con-
ducted, risks reducing the autonomy of internal quality assurance practices in many countries.
Particularly at the program-level, this coordination of internal and external quality assurance has
therefore become both urgent and increasingly fraught [7].

2.2 Recent Developments in Japanese Quality Evaluation and Accreditation

The self-conscious differentiation between internal and external quality processes is relatively
new in Japan. Under the influence of American higher education models during the Occupation
era (1945-1952), independent quality assurance organizations such as the Japanese University
Accreditation Association created a system of self-evaluation focusing on institutional perfor-
mance in teaching, research, organization, and management. Recent revisions of the School Ed-
ucation Law of 2002, however, mandated that universities receive evaluation and accreditation
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from organizations certified by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technol-
ogy (MEXT) once every seven years. Now in its third cycle, this accreditation process is evalu-
ating quality at all Japanese HEIs.

Even as Japanese higher education has expanded its external quality processes, there has also
been a corresponding prioritization of internal enhancement at the program level. Given the need
for academic programs to deliver sufficient learning to students, this emphasis on education is
unsurprising. One of the focuses of the third round of MEXT-certified accreditation, for example,
is the creation and management of internal quality assurance procedures, specifically the coordi-
nation of teaching practices with program-level learning outcomes [8]. The National Institution
for Academic Degrees and Quality Enhancement of Higher Education (NIAD-QE), an accredit-
ing body that evaluates more than one hundred primarily national and public HEISs, requires the
evaluation of quality in the following six main areas [9]:

Area #1: Standards for Basic Organizations for Education and Research.
Area #2: Standards for Internal Quality Assurance.

Area #3: Standards for Financial Management, Administrative Management, and Publication
of Information.

Area #4: Standards for Facilities and Equipment, and Student Support.
Area #5: Standards for Student Admissions.
Area #6: Standards for Academic Programs and Learning Outcomes.

Despite NIAD-QE being an external quality assurance body, it is noteworthy that it places
significant emphasis on the strengthening of HEIs’ internal quality processes. Area #2 is entirely
devoted to internal quality assurance, with its three priority items (the Standards 2-1 to 2-3 listed
below) requiring detailed and concrete elaboration of internal quality systems and processes [9]:

Standard 2-1: [Priority item] An organizational structure for internal quality assurance is
clearly defined.

Standard 2-2: [Priority item] Procedural rules for internal quality assurance are clearly defined.
Standard 2-3: [Priority item] The internal quality assurance system functions effectively.

Standard 2-4: A system for the verification of appropriateness of the inauguration and of
changes to the basic organizations for education and research is installed.

Standard 2-5: A system for the maintenance and improvement of the quality of teaching and
its support staff is in place.

Moreover, these requirements also imply a more detailed evaluation of learning and teaching.
Evaluation Area #6 focuses on the management of a degree program’s three policies. Thus, Eval-
uation Area #2 requires HEIs to consider its teaching and learning enhancement from both a
systemic standpoint and in terms of practical management. The other four accrediting bodies
besides NAID-QE emphasize similar internal quality assurance standards. For instance, the Japan
University Accreditation Association, another accrediting body, has 10 evaluation areas, one of
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which is dedicated to evaluating internal quality assurance. Thus, assuring student learning out-
comes of a degree program becomes an essential part of quality assurance in Japanese higher
education because Japan’s institutional-level practices of internal and external quality assurance
must include those conducted at a degree-program-level.

2.3 Recent Efforts to Enhance Quality in Japan

Government-level efforts to improve Japanese quality assurance are also ongoing. After the re-
lease of the “Guidelines for the Management of Teaching and Learning”, the Quality Assurance
System Group of the Central Council for Education's Subdivision on Universities began in 2020
to lead discussions on how to reform the quality assurance system. One of the recent aims of
these efforts is to assure that the quality of student learning and faculty research comply with
international standards. At the same time, the group also reiterated the importance of enhancing
the program-level internal quality assurance based on the Three Policies of an HEIL The Group
created the draft of an enhancement plan, where it strongly suggests that continuous monitoring
and evaluation be required for internal quality assurance at the program level [ 10]. Such ongoing
discussions underscore how improving the current system is imperative and essential for the fu-
ture of Japanese higher education.

3 Educational Program Evaluation and its Challenges in Japan

Attempts to improve learning outcomes is not entirely new to Japanese higher education. Field-
specific accreditation, for example, has existed within certain academic areas for many years.
The Japan Accreditation Board for Engineering Education has evaluated and accredited educa-
tional programs in engineering, agriculture, and science since 1999. In terms of learning out-
comes, it set up nine skills and abilities required for engineering education. Similarly, the Japan
Accreditation Council for Medical Education was established in 2015 to evaluate medical
schools. This body pays particular attention to whether medical programs meet international cri-
teria for equivalent medical education. As a result, medical programs for physicians are now re-
quired to articulate and assess learning outcomes, and then work backwards to make improve-
ments based on an evaluation of these results [11]. Beyond these specialized academic fields,
however, program-level external evaluation mechanisms remain relatively rare.

MEXT has been aware of Japanese HEIs’ lack of program-level evaluation and internal en-
hancement. It continues to press universities to define clear learning outcomes for their degree
offerings. To better judge degree program quality, for example, the government asked Japan’s
scholarly community to establish academic standards for student learning. In 2008, MEXT asked
the Science Council of Japan (SCJ) --the representative body of Japanese research academics in
the humanities, social sciences, life sciences, natural sciences, and engineering-- to state its opin-
ions on how educational program evaluation should take place [12]. This initiative subsequently
led to the creation of discipline-specific reference standards for quality assurance at the tertiary
level. As of 2021, the SCJ has created reference standards for 33 academic disciplines. Each
discipline community has created a definition of its field, enumerated its key disciplinary learning
outcomes, and recommended the field’s most relevant or important learning methods and assess-
ment approaches.

Even with these advancements in program-level learning assessment, however, issues remain.
The reference standards of the SCJ are not statutory, and thus are used for benchmarking purposes
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only. To preserve the voluntary and autonomous nature of this process, the SCJ project purpose-
fully avoided creating guidelines specifying how to implement standards and curricula. As a re-
sult, this attempt to support the improvement of HEIs’ internal quality processes has proven un-
able to integrate effectively with wider external quality frameworks. The actual impact of the SCJ
effort has therefore proven disappointing. Although SCJ reference standards’ use was encour-
aged in policy papers [6][8], a recent survey revealed that only one-fifth (19.9%) of Japanese
HEISs refer to the guidelines when organizing curriculum [13]. Furthermore, there remains differ-
ing opinions on whether such standards are needed in academia to begin with. For some academic
fields, standardizing learning outcomes is not ideal: it risks reducing the diversity of educational
content. With such a basic lack of agreement over program-level evaluation methods and ap-
proaches, it remain unlikely that any external organization will be able to investigate individual
academic programs based solely on SCJ reference standards in the near future. At this stage, it
seems more likely that Japanese HEI program evaluation will be incorporated into an expanded
internal quality assurance system [7]. How such quality enhancement initiatives will relate to and
be held accountable by external stakeholders, however, requires more clarification.

4 The UK Quality Assurance System and its Focus on Educa-
tional Program Evaluation

4.1 UK Approaches to Quality Assurance

The recent actions by MEXT and the SCJ suggest that developing robust program-level quality
mechanisms through an effective coordination of internal and external processes are increasingly
important to Japanese higher education. Earlier frameworks that borrowed on an ad-hoc basis
from American institutional accreditation models appear no longer to be sufficient. Thus, while
Japanese higher education’s attempt to assess general student competencies at the institutional
level have drawn from U.S. practices in the past (e.g., the Value Rubrics of the Association of
American Colleges and Universities); efforts to bolster quality assurance at the program-level not
yet been successful. The European Higher Education Area, specifically through its quality frame-
work of the European Standards and Guidelines (ESG), provides one potential alternative tem-
plate. It is a system that places particular emphasis on the distinct but aligned relationship between
internal and external quality processes. As the ESG states: “external quality assurance should
address the effectiveness of the internal quality assurance processes” [14]. In particular, the flex-
ibility of the United Kingdom (UK) higher education quality framework, particularly at the pro-
gram-level, might be one possible reference point for Japanese HEIs moving forward.

The UK, in each of its distinct jurisdictions, has established internal quality assurance ap-
proaches in tandem with, and in response to, their external quality assurance framework under
the ESG. Although the statutory responsibility for the registration and regulation of higher edu-
cation providers remains within each nation of the UK, the non-governmental Quality Assurance
Agency for Higher Education (QAA) influences internal and external quality assurance within
the UK. QAA is the independent quality assurance organization for UK higher education. There-
fore, it is crucial for HEIs to understand the requirements of quality assurance and to satisfy those
standards developed by the QAA.
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4.2 The UK Quality Code and its Focus on Program-Level Quality

In the spirit of co-regulation within the sector, the QAA took the lead in developing with the
sector the UK Quality Code for Higher Education, a key reference guide for improving the man-
agement of HEI quality. Its key remit focuses on safeguarding public and student interest stake-
holders in the higher education sector [15]. In particular, the Quality Code sets out expectations
and standards for various aspects of quality assurance in UK higher education. Universities have
been expected to conform to the Quality Code, thus allowing it to help monitor and advise on
standards and quality across the four nations. The Quality Code consists of three elements that
can be utilized as reference points for effective quality assurance: Expectations, Practices, and
Advice and Guidance [15]. The characteristics of each element are summarized below:

1.

Expectations: The outcomes that HEIs should demonstrate in order to set and maintain
the standards of their educational quality.

a. Expectations for Standards, indicating that the academic standards of courses meet
the requirements of the relevant national qualifications framework(s).

b.  Expectations for Quality, indicating that courses are well-designed and provide a
high-quality academic experience for all students and enable a student's achievement
to be reliably assessed.

Practices: Operations of HEIs in fulfilling the expectations for quality assurance. The
Practices are divided into Core practices and Common practices.

a.  Core practices, mandatory for all UK HEISs to assure their standards and quality.

b. Common practices, which are practices more deliberately orientated towards quality
enhancement. Common practices are not regulatory requirements in England.

Advice and Guidance: Theme-specific guidance that meet the standards of certain aspects
of the Expectations and Practices listed above. There are 12 themes with practical advice
and resources as follows: [16]

Admiswsii%ré%hrlzcg%ictg;gnt and Assessment Concerns;1 S}());l Slaints and
Course design and development | Enabling student Achievement External expertise
Learning and teaching Monitoring and evaluation Partnerships
Research degrees Student Engagement Web-based learning

As 1-a and 1-b show, “courses”, which are educational programs in the UK context, are the
focal point of the Expectations, Practices, and Advice and Guidance. The Quality Code was cre-
ated to underpin the requirements of the academic standards of programs. Quality assurance must
therefore be conducted to ensure that programs provide excellent academic experiences to stu-
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dents. The Advice and Guidance reference was created to support such program-level Expecta-
tions. For instance, the Monitoring and Evaluation Theme in Advice and Guidance proposes that
HEIs conduct regular monitoring and evaluation activities to ensure that students achieve target
learning outcomes set out by programs [17]. Additionally, the Assessment Theme advises that
student assessment should be conducted in a way that measures the degree of student achieve-
ment in a program [18].

4.3 External Evaluation Components in the Quality Code

The Quality Code has in the past helped to shape external quality assurance, as one of the key
components promotes the positive deployment of external (to the institution), independent review
[15]. The External Expertise Theme in the Advice and Guidance, for example, provides guide-
lines for additional layers of program-level quality review. This approach promotes the active use
of external expertise as an integral part of quality assurance [19]. The theme advises HEIs to
incorporate external experts to contribute to a program management cycle, starting from design,
approval, review, delivery, and monitoring. External experts include external examiners who
comment on program quality as well as the HEI’s quality assurance practices. External advisers
also provide professional expertise in quality enhancement to inform improvements in program
design and to contribute to program level teaching practice. Other external parties, such as em-
ployers, visiting academic and alumni, are also encouraged to participate in the quality assurance
process. Specifically, external examiners play an important role in ensuring program-level quality
of education in the process of program delivery and monitoring as they provide program-specific
feedback with following qualifications:

*  Ahigh degree of expertise in the fields covered by the program of study along with a firm
understanding of UK higher education.

¢  Experience in program design and student assessment.

*  Academic experience and subject knowledge to assess the academic standards of the pro-
gram and an ability to identify good practice and make program enhancement recommen-
dations.

With their academic and evaluation expertise in specific program areas, external examiners add
an additional layer of program-level quality robustness to the assurance system. External exam-
iners also support quality enhancement efforts as they are capable of providing constructive feed-
back on improvements to program teaching and learning issues as well.

The Quality Code is also noteworthy for the way it incorporates the “external” feedback
gleaned from engaging students. According to the Student Engagement Theme in the Advice and
Guidance [20], HEIs are expected to actively involve students in their quality assurance processes.
Types of student involvement include incorporating individual student feedback as well as the
collective engagement of the student body through representative structures and organizations.
The Quality Code reflects the view of HEIs that students are one of the key stakeholders of the
system and as such they are essential sources of feedback on the quality of their student learning
experiences, including matters which relate to curriculum design, development and review of
programs. Thus, student engagement enhances program-level quality assurance from a perspec-
tive often overlooked by many international quality assurance schemes up until now.
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4.4 Subject Benchmark Statements

In addition, Subject Benchmark Statements (SBSs) provide general guidance specifying the
learning outcomes of a subject, specifically what is expected of a degree-recipient in a given
program area. SBSs have been created by a group of subject specialists in a subject community
and were facilitated and codified by the QAA. SBSs are expected to function as reference points
for quality assurance for a certain subject [21]. Thus, SBSs have a direct influence on program
evaluation. There are 77 individual SBSs, covering both bachelor’s degrees with honors and mas-
ters’ levels study.

The SBSs of different subjects may have different structures, but each statement typically in-
cludes the following elements:

1. Introduction of the subject.

2. The nature and extent of the subject as a discipline.
3. Subject knowledge and understanding.

4.  Subject-specific skills and other skills.

5. Teaching, learning and assessment.

6. Benchmark standards.

The first item includes general information on a subject, introducing readers to the context of the
subject. For instance, the introduction of the Psychology SBS provides readers with basic infor-
mation on psychology, such as a brief overview of psychology as a discipline, as well as possible
career paths. The second element defines the principles and scope of a subject, indicating what
areas constitute the subject. The third element explains areas of knowledge and understanding
specific to a subject, while the fourth item determines subject-specific skills, and other skills such
as generic skills. The fifth item is concerned with the management of the course, including teach-
ing and learning issues, and student assessment. Lastly, the minimum standards required to re-
ceive a degree in a subject area are provided in the sixth element. Learning outcomes, including
subject knowledge and understanding as well as subject-specific and generic skills, are listed.
Graduates in a certain subject are expected to be able to demonstrate those outcomes at graduation.
Some SBSs have additional items. For instance, the Sociology SBS has the employability section,
describing how sociology-specific knowledge and skills contribute to certain types of careers and
graduate opportunities. SBSs therefore provide useful information in designing and reviewing
the curriculum of a program.

4.5 The Case of England

In the UK, the Higher Education and Research Act (HERA) was enacted into law in 2017. Ac-
cording to the Act, a new regulator, the Office for Students (OfS), was established in 2018 in
England. The OfS is the independent regulator in England that provides the Regulatory Frame-
work for higher education. Four primary objectives of the regulatory framework indicate the fol-
lowings [22].

All students who possess the ability and desire to receive higher education, regardless of their
backgrounds, should be able to:
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1. Access, succeed in, and progress from, higher education.

2. Gain a high-quality academic experience.

3. Be able to obtain employment or receive postgraduate education.
4. Receive value for their educational expenses.

The Regulatory Framework includes the Conditions of Registration, which all English HEIs
must satisfy in order to be placed on the OfS’ Register of providers authorized to offer higher
education. The conditions range from A: Academic governance to G: Accountability for fees and
funding. Condition B is concerned with academic quality, reliable standards and positive student
outcomes. According to the Condition B1 in the Regulatory Framework, “The provider must
deliver well-designed courses that provide a high-quality academic experience for all students
and enable a student’s achievement to be reliably assessed (p87).” [23]. In judging whether Eng-
lish HEIs meet this condition, the OfS takes into account the relevant expectations of the Quality
Code, as well as results of national surveys, student feedback and other complaints. The QAA
recommends referring to several reference points to describe program-level learning outcomes.
Some of the reference points are summarized below [24]. They underscore the importance of
ensuring program-specific learning outcomes in English higher education.

* The development of general skills, such as communication, problem-solving, critical
thinking, articulated in institutional mission statements and institutional policies.

*  QAA Subject benchmark statements.

*  Current research or other advanced scholarship conducted by academic staff.
* Requirements stipulated by professional, statutory, and regulatory bodies.

*  Occupational standards in fields where these are relevant.

¢ Qualification descriptors used in national qualifications frameworks.

* Relevant European or international reference points.

The OfS takes a risked-based approach to quality assessment. It targets particular attention at
those HEIs considered at a risk of breaching their Conditions of Registration, subjecting them to
amore intense level of review and intervention.[22]. Overall, the Quality and Standards Review,
conducted mainly in the form of self-evaluation and peer-review, functions as an external quality
assurance mechanism. The primary focus of the review is to investigate internal quality assurance
systems and to ensure that universities in England satisfy the requirements set down by the Con-
ditions of Registration, which were, at the time of writing, closely aligned to the Quality Code.
Therefore, the key factor in both internal and external quality assurance in England has hitherto
been demonstrable engagement and compliance with the core elements of the Quality Code. Eng-
lish HEIs thus operate to ensure program-level learning outcomes align with internal reference
points such as institutional mission statements and policies, as well as compliance with external
reference points such as national student engagement measures, external examiner annual reports,
subject benchmark statements and any requirements stipulated by professional, statutory, and
regulatory bodies where appropriate. English HEIs therefore draw upon a wide variety of sources
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for articulating program-specific learning outcomes that ensure the quality and standards of pro-
gram-level teaching and learning. Put in another way, English HEIs operate autonomous im-
provement and enhancement mechanisms, while incorporating students' and other external stake-
holders’ perspectives into the assessment plans of each educational program.

At the time of writing, the outcomes of a recent OfS consultation{ related to revisions to the
Quality and Standards Conditions of Registration have yet to be released. It is highly likely that
the distinctiveness of the English HE system might be enhanced further by a restatement of the
Quality and standards conditions of registration and a deliberate move away from the Quality
Code and (thereby away from the ESG) as the primary reference point. Nevertheless, HEIs across
the rest of the UK continue to adhere to the Quality Code as the main focus for guidance on
practical approaches to quality assurance and enhancement.

5 Insights from the UK System for Japan
The initiatives now being pursued by Japanese higher education could benefit from studying the

quality models found in the UK. The overall quality assurance framework of the UK system,
specifically that seen in England is summarized in the diagram below (Figure 2).

OfS Regulatory Framework
for Higher Education in England

External Quality Assurance
(The Quality and Standards Review)

Compliance with the Quality Code .

Internal Quality Assurance
(Monitoring and Evaluation)

Subject

ubjec Program-level External
Benchmark . Examiners
Statements Quality Assurance

Requirements of

Student professional,
v Engagement statutory, and i
' regulatory bodies h

Figure 2: The England Framework for Program-level Quality Assurance

T OfS Consultation on quality and standards conditions (officeforstudents.org.uk)
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Firstly, the OfS’ Regulatory Framework in England with its risk-based approach could offer
one possible model for the Japanese system to encourage a hybrid system of internal enhance-
ment and external quality accountability. The UK’s concept of quality “co-regulation” nicely cap-
tures this balancing of institutional, regulatory and community stakeholder interests [25]. Until
now, Japanese HEI programs have struggled to effectively coordinate between the internalist
need for autonomy, experimentation, and innovation with the externalist imperative to hold pro-
grams accountable for students’ educational outcomes. The quality mechanisms established by
an independent and respected independent third party provider such as the QAA allows for inter-
nal and external processes to be kept distinct. At the same time, this arrangement maintains a
general alignment of interests among stakeholders around a broad set of educational goals. Par-
ticularly at the program level --where teaching and learning issues take preeminence—the reli-
ance on independent third party providers such as the QAA could be one way to build trust among
relevant stakeholders to assure better classroom outcomes. With some modification, current ac-
creditation bodies such as the NIAD-QE could become possible candidates for taking on this
coordinating role.

Secondly, the QAA’s subject benchmark statements might provide a useful template for how
Japanese higher education could improve program-specific quality assurance through the clearer
definition of discipline-based domains [12]. Japanese HEIs are moving away from a traditional
teacher-oriented education model based on teaching inputs. There will be more emphasis on stu-
dent-oriented learning outcomes in the future [S]. To advance program-level evaluation, therefore,
the first step is to define commonly agreed discipline-based learning outcomes. The articulation
of learning standards from a respected quality assurance authority such as the QAA could there-
fore be one way to promote such a learning outcomes approach across a given field. Indeed,
discipline-specific standards have already attracted some interest among Japanese HEIs: 84.1%
of Japanese universities indicate that they would attempt to align their Diploma Policies and hu-
man resources development goals with their curricular organization [13]. A strengthened SCJ
framework based on a UK subject benchmark model could inject new life into the “Three Policies”
approach advocated by MEXT. Currently, the push for an outcomes-based learning is flagging.
As of the 2019 academic year, only 56.7% of all universities in Japan have formulated degree-
level assessment plans based on educational outcomes, and only 60.4% reported assessing stu-
dent learning outcomes at the degree/program level [13]. Such figures could be higher, and recent
program-level surveys indicate the continuing difficulty of assessing Diploma Policy-based out-
comes both at the degree- and course- levels [26]. A coordinated learning-outcomes approach
based on universally agreed-upon subject standards might be one way to accomplish this.

Thirdly, the Quality Code’s use of multiple reference points of learning evaluation provides a
flexible way to ensure that all Japanese diploma programs can participate meaningfully in quality
enhancement. As useful as a standards-oriented approach may be in some instances, it might also
prove unsuitable across a diverse range of program types. As noted above, institutional-level use
of discipline-specific quality standards still hover at 19.9%. Regardless, the continuing lack of
assessment of learning outcomes among many Japanese HEI programs risks undercutting the
systemwide effort to improve quality. Additional layers of quality confirmation such as incorpo-
rating the feedback of students, external reviewers, professional bodies, alumni, and employers
could improve this program-level quality assurance process. An internal framework that can help
externally vouch for a program’s basic education quality provides an adaptable, multi-layered
way of incentivizing learning enhancement and reform. Otherwise, less educationally committed
programs could continue to attract prospective students simply by “free-riding” —i.e., relying on
their institution’s overall reputation and admissions selectivity. In such a vicious-cycle, direct
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improvements to program-level teaching and learning innovation risk being neglected as program
effectiveness is not properly recognized. Recent examples of innovative assessment approaches
within Japanese tertiary education, such as the Pivotal Embedded Performance Assessment [27],
wherein program-level assessment is accomplished through course-embedded, case-based per-
formance tasks, show the potential dynamism of Japanese higher education learning. Nonetheless,
without a super-institutional mechanism assuring program-level learning, such beneficial class-
room reforms will likely remain isolated, underappreciated and lacking the ability to effect
broader change.

6 Conclusion

Opver the last of couple decades, the UK has implemented and formulated many useful quality
assurance practices, particularly with regards to the coordination of internal and external pro-
cesses at the program level. UK universities have managed to implement autonomous and case-
specific learning improvements and innovations, while also incorporating students' and other ex-
ternal stakeholders’ perspectives into the program evaluation process. Japan has also worked to-
wards establishing an effective framework for educational program evaluation over the last two
decades. Nonetheless, several challenges remain. Japanese HEIs remain hesitant to embrace the
full potential implied by the “Three Policies” reform, thus mitigating the corresponding rewards
of teaching and learning innovation that could be realized from such adoption. One solution to
this hesitancy might be to develop UK-like program-level quality mechanisms that effectively
blend the strengths of internal and external quality processes. With the better coordination of
internal and external quality functions, Japanese HEI degree programs could dramatically im-
prove quality in many ways, including through the establishment of clearer discipline-based
learning outcomes and more robust feedback processes from a wider array of relevant stakehold-
ers. The Japanese system undoubtedly would firstly need to customize and adapt any foreign
model to its own unique regulatory and institutional context. Nonetheless, the UK practices and
structures introduced in this article could serve as a useful, initial touchstone towards a broader
re-thinking in this area.
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